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 Glossary of key concepts and abbreviations 
 
 
 
C&IT: communication and information technology. C&IT includes the Internet, the World 
Wide Web, email, online discussion lists, community websites and portals, 
teleconferences and videoconferences. 
 
critical reflection: involves participants and researchers in an action research project 
thinking back over, then critically commenting on what has happened in the project, then 
using these new learnings to improve future activities.  
 
email discussion list: a discussion group whose messages are distributed by 
automated, mass-distributed email programs. 
 
Internet: a huge worldwide network of interconnected computer networks linked via 
telecommunications cables that connect universities, government laboratories and offices, 
businesses, and individuals around the world. It is commonly referred to as ‘the 
Information Superhighway’. The Internet provides file transfer, remote login, email, news 
and other services. 
 
LEARNERS process: Learning, Evaluation, Action & Reflection for New technologies, 
Empowerment and Rural Sustainability process. A framework for planning and conducting 
ongoing evaluations of C&IT projects which includes the use of participatory action 
research and participatory evaluation methods and adopts an inclusive ‘whole of 
community’ approach. A key aim of the process is to increase the sustainability and 
success of C&IT projects. 
 
learning community: involves community members from every sector working together 
to enhance the social, economic, cultural and environmental conditions of their 
community. Engaging in formal and informal lifelong learning is an important element in 
building learning communities.  
 
LNQ: Learning Network Queensland.  
 
lifelong learning: a broad concept where education that is flexible, diverse and available 
at different times and places is pursued throughout life.  
 
NTN: Networking the Nation, a Federal government program which has provided 
significant funding for telecommunications projects throughout rural, regional and remote 
Australia.  
 
online community network or virtual community: a community whose members’ 
individuals computers are linked in such a way that that they can exchange information 
and communicate with each other for a common purpose. These communities are not 
necessarily defined by geographical boundaries. Online community networks are 
designed to create a sense of social ownership within a community.  
 
PAR: participatory action research. A process involving a partnership between 
researchers and participants which aims to be empowering and to create knowledge 
leading to action and positive social change. In PAR projects, knowledge is seen as 
related to power and power is related to change. PAR involves engaging in continuous 
cycles of planning, acting, observing and critically reflecting on the actions taken. 
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participatory evaluation: an evaluation methodology in which the evaluators are the 
stakeholders or target groups involved in a project. Researchers or other professional staff 
take on the role of methodological consultants in the evaluation and decisions about the 
evaluation are jointly made by the target groups and the researchers. For an evaluation to 
be considered participatory Rebien (1996, p.160) suggests that stakeholders need to 
participate in at least three evaluation phases: ‘designing terms of reference, interpreting 
data, and using evaluation information’.  
 
review: an assessment at a point in time of the progress of a project or program. Reviews 
can be formal or informal, broad or in-depth. Reviews and evaluations often overlap in 
practice. 
 
telecentre (or telecottage): a centre, usually based in a rural community, set up to use 
communication lines to import and export work from other areas. They may also function 
as a learning centre to import education and training for members of the local community. 
Typical telecentres have computers, Internet and email facilities, two-way 
videoconferencing, photocopies, fax machines, printers and other equipment. 
 
teleconference: a conference between people in two or more locations linked by 
telephone.  
 
videoconference: a conference between people in two or more locations via a two-way 
interactive video using telephone lines or satellite.  
 
website: a collection of web pages - documents that are accessible via the World Wide 
Web on the Internet. Websites are often the work of one person, or one organisation, or 
are on a particular topic, or have a particular purpose. The pages of a website are 
accessed from a common root URL (Uniform Resource Locator), the homepage, and are 
usually located on the same physical server. Websites are written in HTML (Hyper Text 
Markup Language) and are accessed using special software called web browsers. 
 
World Wide Web: the graphics and multimedia component of the Internet. 
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 Executive summary and recommendations 
 
 
 
This report details case studies, findings and outcomes from the LEARNERS project 
(Learning, Evaluation, Action & Reflection for New technologies, Empowerment and Rural 
Sustainability), which was conducted from 2001 - 2004. The project was undertaken in 
collaboration with two communities in rural Queensland - the Tara and Stanthorpe Shires - 
and five industry partners. It involved implementing and conducting an ongoing evaluation 
of a participatory process for evaluating community-based communication and information 
technology (C&IT) projects. The goals of the LEARNERS process which was trialled in the 
project were: 
 
• the long-term sustainability of C&IT initiatives;  
• increased collaboration and cooperation between people and organisations from 
various sectors in rural communities; 
• enhanced community capacity in using participatory planning and evaluation methods; 
• increased community participation and inclusion in planning and evaluation processes;  
• the development of learning communities; and 
• giving value to empowering forms of leadership based on collaboration, sharing 
information, networking, encouraging participation, and supporting people. 
 
A rigorous, continuous evaluation of the project’s methods and activities and a detailed 
analysis of the empowering and sometimes disempowering impacts of the project was 
conducted. From this research, we identified a number of ‘critical success’ strategies for 
conducting and evaluating participatory action research (PAR), community capacity 
building and community C&IT projects. 
 
The macro context of the project was policies and programs that aim to build community 
capacities and leadership, develop learning communities, foster participation, inclusion 
and empowerment, and increase the sustainability of rural communities and C&IT 
initiatives. Enhancing the leadership of rural women involved in C&IT projects was one of 
the aims of the project. A critical approach was taken which recognised the complex 
barriers to community participation, the need to use rigorous methods to evaluate claims 
for empowerment, and the need to consider why C&IT initiatives have often failed and 
what can be learned from successful models.  
 
 
Summary of the main findings and conclusions 
 
The evaluation of the project indicated that its objectives were generally met very well. It 
also indicated that the participatory methodologies and methods used in the project were 
often very effective and appropriate. However, some limitations as well as strengths of the 
LEARNERS process and the project were identified. Limitations included the difficulty of 
obtaining ongoing participation; the time required to plan, organise and conduct activities; 
and the lack of C&IT access in the communities which affected participation and 
communication. Strengths included the flexible, open and inclusive nature of the 
processes used in the project; the mutual learnings that were developed; and the 
empowering impacts of the project. 
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Outcomes and impacts of the project were particularly positive in the Tara Shire 
community, which was considered to be a disadvantaged community. The project’s aim of 
facilitating participation, empowerment and capacity building in planning and evaluation 
was met to varying degrees for those who participated in the project over its duration. 
Participants in both communities were found to have experienced the four forms of 
empowerment used in the analysis: social, technological, political and psychological, to 
different degrees. However, some negative and disempowering impacts and effects were 
also experienced. They included initial misunderstandings and confusion about the 
project, problems with using technology to communicate, and frustration due to factors 
such as a having a lack of time and capacity to participate. A complex range of issues and 
barriers related to community participation, empowerment and capacity building were 
identified.   
 
The extent of community capacity building achieved by the project was somewhat limited 
due to the fairly low number of participants who were actively involved in the whole 
project, and other factors and barriers. In both communities, higher numbers of women 
took part in the project, many of them working in the fields of community development and 
education and training. However, various positive ripple effects emerged from the 
development of these new capacities.   
 
Most participants increased their knowledge and understanding of participatory planning 
and evaluation. They also gained new knowledge and ideas about C&IT and strategies for 
improving local C&IT initiatives and making them more sustainable. Several participants 
and some community organisations made new or greater use of C&IT for community 
development, communication and networking purposes, particularly in Tara. While some 
problems remain, the communication and information sharing methods in the Tara Shire 
were considered to have improved considerably. Skills and confidence in using email and 
other technologies were also considered to have increased significantly among the Tara 
participants.  
 
Many core group members, particularly in Tara, applied the skills, knowledge and 
confidence which they developed to other contexts, such as community development 
activities and reviews of other community initiatives. Several active participants in both 
communities, particularly women, enhanced their leadership and networking activities and 
obtained and shared valuable new information. Some participants and industry partners 
also gained a broader or different perspective on the communities and a better 
understanding of their issues of concern. While some participants did not gain a good 
understanding of the LEARNERS process and the purpose of the project in its early 
stages, the workshops enabled community members to give voice to key issues related to 
communication, lifelong learning and C&IT access and use. The formation of a successful 
Learning Community group in Stanthorpe was a key outcome of the project in this area. 
 
Our analysis of the impacts of the LEARNERS project highlights the complex and 
contradictory outcomes of PAR projects involving diverse community participants, and 
stakeholders with different agendas, needs and goals. Using a model of 
empowerment/disempowerment that takes social, technological, political and 
psychological forms of power into account was considered valuable in critically assessing 
the impacts of the project. Our analysis demonstrates the need for community capacity 
building projects to encourage an increase in each of these inter-related forms of power. 
Given the growing importance of information literacy and effective access to and use of 
email and the Internet in rural community development, increasing the technological 
empowerment of community members is a particularly important goal.  
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 Outcomes of the project further confirm the significance of empowering forms of 
leadership to successful community capacity building and sustainable development.  
Findings from the project suggest that facilitating rural women’s empowerment is 
important to the success of future capacity building programs, given their key leadership 
roles in community development and C&IT projects and in the uptake of new C&IT, and 
the effectiveness of their networking and communication activities.  
 
Based on feedback about the need for a simpler, easier to understand version of the 
LEARNERS process, an online resource kit called ‘EvaluateIT’ (http://www.evaluateit.org) 
was developed. Very positive feedback on this kit was received from community 
participants and industry partners. Use of the EvaluateIT kit is expected to assist in 
continuing to build community capacities in planning and evaluating a wide range of 
projects and initiatives in rural and regional communities. 
 
 
Principles and critical success strategies for community capacity building 
and C&IT projects in rural communities 
 
From the findings of the project, we suggested the following principles and critical success 
strategies for undertaking PAR, C&IT and community capacity building projects in rural 
and regional communities: 
 
• carefully and critically reviewing the assumptions of researchers, participants and the 
people and organisations they are collaborating with; 
• challenging the idealism that sometimes exists in PAR projects; 
• considering the choice of local champions carefully; 
• identifying or finding key community members and leaders with an interest in the 
project and personally inviting them to participate; 
• identifying relevant skills and the roles that participants want to undertake; 
• building on existing local projects; 
• developing a plan to maintain momentum when projects go wrong;  
• making effective use of C&IT in action research projects; 
• actively involving people in the project with technical capability, or who have access to 
C&IT resources and take responsibility in this area; 
• ensuring that the technologies chosen are relevant to the needs, interests and goals of 
the participants; 
• providing a very clear initial explanation of the project; and  
• achieving clarity about what researchers and participants mean by sustainability.  
 
We also outlined some significant learnings for other researchers and government 
workers involved in PAR and capacity building projects. They encompassed the following 
issues and strategies: 
 
• considering the macro and micro contexts of projects; 
• developing strategies for more wide-spread adoption and use of C&IT; 
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• taking gender and diversity issues into account; 
• recognising and supporting the informal leadership of rural women; 
• effectively managing and conducting PAR projects; 
• demystifying concepts such as ‘evaluation’; 
• actively participating in community activities; 
• making more effective use of time; and 
• identifying resources to implement strategies for action. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
A number of recommendations for further research and community capacity building 
programs were drawn from the outcomes of the LEARNERS project. The following 
recommendations come from the LEARNERS project research team and are not directed 
at any particular industry partner in the LEARNERS project.  
 
1. Research be undertaken to develop and evaluate strategies for increasing and 
broadening participation in the evaluation of C&IT projects from core groups to others 
in the community. Such research could consider the application of knowledge and 
skills to other issues and/or other contexts such as natural resource management. 
 
2. Research be conducted into the development, and the use and effectiveness of C&IT 
tools in the evaluation process. This could include further development of the 
EvaluateIT resource kit by increasing its interactivity. 
 
3. Further research be conducted into how evaluation can be effectively embedded in all 
C&IT projects. Such evaluations are especially necessary for projects that aim to 
promote sustainable community development and community capacity building. The 
LEARNERS process could be used in this research. 
 
4. Further research be undertaken into the use of the concept ‘learning communities’ in 
framing research. This research could further explore the link between learning 
communities, sustainable community development, and the role of C&IT.  
 
5. Research be conducted to develop better strategies for encouraging community 
members in rural and regional communities to access C&IT for the direct delivery of 
government services. This research could consider what mix of face to face 
communication and C&IT would best meet community needs and what technologies 
would be most appropriate for different areas of service delivery and different target 
groups. 
 
6. Further research be undertaken on the formal and informal leadership of rural women 
in relation to community C&IT initiatives. This research could explore the potential link 
between the sustainability and success of these initiatives and the leadership styles 
adopted. 
 
7. Policies and programs that support women (particularly in rural and remote areas) to 
enhance their leadership skills, including leadership related to C&IT projects, be 
continued and extended. This could include programs for women in community and 
economic development and information technology development officer positions 
xvii 
 
 within government. Specific support would need to be provided for women working in 
not-for-profit community groups and organisations in voluntary capacities. Leadership 
programs could include workshops on the evaluation of community projects, using the 
EvaluateIT kit to develop knowledge and skills.  
 
8. Funding and in-kind support be provided for specific programs or workshops that 
enable people working in not-for-profit community groups and organisations to 
increase their skills and knowledge in evaluating community initiatives, including C&IT 
initiatives such as websites. The EvaluateIT kit could be used in these programs.  
 
9. Funding and in-kind support be provided to enable further publicity and promotion of 
the EvaluateIT kit to appropriate staff in organisations such as Shire Councils, schools, 
libraries and not-for-profit community organisations and groups in rural, regional and 
remote areas. 
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 1 Introduction: Participatory evaluation of C&IT projects and rural sustainability  
 
 
What is the role of communication and information technologies (C&IT) and the 
participatory evaluation of C&IT projects in sustainable community development? 
Can participatory evaluations increase the sustainability and success of rural 
C&IT projects? What are the strengths and limitations of using participatory 
action research (PAR) methods to help rural people plan and evaluate their C&IT 
projects?  What impacts do such capacity building projects have on community 
participation, empowerment and inclusion? What impacts do such projects have 
on rural women’s leadership and empowerment? These are the key questions 
behind this report on the LEARNERS project.  
 
The LEARNERS project (Learning, Evaluation, Action & Reflection for New 
technologies, Empowerment and Rural Sustainability) was conducted from 2001 
- 2004 in close collaboration with people in two communities in rural Queensland 
and five industry partners. It included an ongoing evaluation of the project’s 
methods and activities and a detailed analysis of the empowering and sometimes 
disempowering impacts and outcomes of the project. From our research, we 
identified a number of critical success strategies for conducting and evaluating 
PAR and community C&IT projects.  
 
 
1.1  Building sustainable and inclusive ‘learning communities’ 
 
Building ‘community capacity’ and ‘social capital’, developing ‘learning 
communities’ and increasing ‘community engagement’ are currently key goals for 
governments and communities in Australia and overseas (Department of Premier 
and Cabinet, 2002; Faris, 2001; Mannion, 1996; Mission Australia, 2002; 
Woolcock, Renton & Cavaye, 2004). Community capacity building has been 
defined as ‘strengthening the knowledge, skills and attitudes of people so that 
they can establish and sustain their area’s development’ (Mannion, 1996, p.2). 
Community capacity is seen as the ability of communities to solve their own 
problems, make their own decisions and plan their own futures. The goals of 
such programs are to increase community participation in planning and decision-
making, to facilitate sustainable development by building on existing community 
strengths, and to create communities that are more inclusive, cooperative and 
self-reliant.  
 
The aim of learning communities is closely related to the goals of community 
capacity building. They involve community members from every sector working 
together to enhance the social, economic, cultural and environmental conditions 
of their community (Faris, 2001). Engaging in formal and informal lifelong 
learning is an important element in building learning communities.  
 
Sustainable communities are seen as communities that maintain and improve 
their social, economic and environmental characteristics so that residents can 
continue to lead healthy, productive and enjoyable lives (New South Wales 
Government, 2001). The dimensions of a sustainable community include 
increasing local economic diversity, self reliance, careful stewardship of natural 
resources, and a commitment to social justice (Bridger & Luloff, 1999, p.381). 
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The LEARNERS project aimed to contribute to building community capacities, 
and to developing sustainable rural communities that value lifelong learning. 
 
 
1.2  Gender and leadership in sustainable development 
 
Leadership is a key factor in sustainable community development and social 
capital building (Woolcock et al, 2004; Plowman, 2004). Shared, flexible 
community-wide leadership, and skilled individual leaders with a sense of vision 
have been identified as major factors in the development of vibrant communities 
(Kenyon & Black, 2001).  
 
Women in Queensland rural communities have been shown to play significant 
roles in community development and in the adoption of new C&IT (Grace, Lundin 
& Daws, 1996; Lennie, 2002a; Office for Women, 2003; The Rural Women and 
ICTs Research Team, 1999). While there are still fairly small proportions of rural 
women in formal leadership positions (particularly in rural industry organisations), 
many are taking on vital informal leadership roles (Office for Women, 2003).  
 
Research has shown that the ‘transformational’ or ‘empowering’ forms of 
leadership, that are often associated with women, are important to building 
sustainable rural communities (Wells and Tanner, 1994) and to effective 
contemporary organisations (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt & van Engen, 2003). 
Transformational leadership focuses on encouraging the empowerment of others, 
mutual support and participation, mentoring, and addressing people’s needs. It 
involves the use of collaborative and networking skills to create the linkages 
needed to get things done (Wells and Tanner, 1994). Other important processes 
are ‘the multidimensional sharing of information ... acting in cooperation with 
others’ and giving encouragement to others (Daws, 1997). Research by Daws 
(1997) suggests that transformational forms of leadership can be developed 
through women’s participation in social networks within and across rural 
communities, which can be facilitated by email and other C&IT. 
 
Leadership is a gendered concept which is traditionally associated with 
masculine characteristics. From a praxis feminist perspective, gender is a central 
structuring principle of society and social relations, which ‘profoundly 
shapes/mediates the concrete conditions of our lives’ (Lather, 1991, p.71). 
However, the analysis of gender and leadership in rural community development 
projects has often been neglected or ignored. The LEARNERS project sought to 
address this neglect but also recognised the need to take differences other than 
gender into account such as age, occupation, level of skills and knowledge in 
using C&IT, and existing levels of empowerment. This more complex perspective 
was used to assess the impacts of the project on community participation, 
leadership and empowerment.  
 
 
1.3  C&IT and sustainable rural communities 
 
With the current shift towards a ‘knowledge society’, increasing community 
access to and use of new C&IT for a range of purposes is often one of the major 
aims of community and economic development programs (Mansell & Wehn, 
1998; Richardson, 1996; Simpson, Wood, Daws & Seinen, 2001). C&IT includes 
the Internet, the World Wide Web, email, online discussion lists, community 
portals, teleconferences and videoconferences.  These technologies are being 
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used for purposes such as accessing education, health and legal services and 
information, and for business, entertainment and communication. 
 
Governments, industry and communities are increasingly focusing on the role of 
new C&IT in sustainable community and economic development. The effective 
use of technologies such as email and the Internet is argued to have many 
potential benefits for sustainable development (Mansell & Wehn, 1998; 
Richardson, 1996; Simpson et al., 2001). This is particularly so in rural 
communities which are often disadvantaged in terms of access to 
telecommunications and new communication technologies. Initiatives such as 
electronic community networks, community websites and portals, and telecentres 
have recently been established in many rural and regional communities around 
Australia. The Federal Government’s Networking the Nation (NTN) program 
funded a large number of these initiatives from 1997 till 2003. Research has 
shown that, implemented in ways that meet community needs and goals and key 
sustainability criteria, such initiatives can help rural communities to survive and 
prosper and to address the increasing ‘digital divide’ (Geiselhart, 2004; Simpson, 
2001; Simpson et al, 2001). 
 
 
1.4  Sustainable C&IT projects 
 
The long-term sustainability and success of C&IT initiatives is often a key issue 
for rural and regional communities, due to factors such as limited funding and 
resources and the small, highly scattered populations of Australian rural areas. In 
addition, rural communities often rely on enthusiastic ‘champions’ and volunteers 
to successfully maintain initiatives such as community websites (Schuler, 1996). 
However, this may not be sustainable since many of these volunteers are already 
overcommitted with other responsibilities or may eventually leave the community.  
 
Three main perspectives on the sustainability of C&IT projects have been 
identified: community, business and government (Hearn, Kimber, Lennie & 
Simpson, 2004). From a community perspective, sustainable C&IT projects are 
those that can pay their own way, generally without reliance on government 
funding. They serve individual and community needs; are easily accessible; and 
promote the social, cultural and/or economic development of the community. 
From a business perspective, sustainability relates to the commercial viability and 
profitability of a project. The government perspective recognises that 
governments have Community Service Obligations (of which a Universal Service 
Obligation in relation to telecommunications is one example), and that C&IT 
initiatives can fail. This is particularly evident in rural, regional and remote areas 
where the costs of establishing and maintaining C&IT services can be very high. 
However, they also recognise that government funds are limited. Consequently, 
community C&IT initiatives may need to become self-sustaining.  
 
The use of C&IT therefore raises many complex challenges and issues for 
community participation, inclusion and empowerment. Important issues for rural 
communities include:  
 
• facilitating access to and adoption of new and rapidly evolving C&IT by all 
community groups and sectors; 
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• identifying the diverse C&IT access and training needs of community 
members and groups; 
• securing ongoing funding and resources for initiatives; 
• planning, developing and managing projects and initiatives; and 
• evaluating the impacts of what are often quite complex projects and initiatives 
that use new communication technologies.  
 
Research indicates that developing effective strategies for access and 
participation that take differences in community needs, and the whole range of 
local social, economic, environmental and technological factors into account can 
provide more equitable access to C&IT. Such an approach can also increase the 
overall sustainability and success of such initiatives (Simpson et al, 2001; The 
Rural Women and ICTs Research Team, 1999). The value of using a similar 
‘triple bottom line’ and whole of government approach is demonstrated in a 
recent report on the sustainability of Australian telecentres (Geiselhart, 2004).  
 
 
1.5  Participatory planning and evaluation 
 
Our earlier research suggested that there is a significant need for more effective 
planning and coordination of C&IT initiatives and better cooperation among 
community groups to enable more effective use of funding, resources, local 
knowledge, ideas, skills and capacities (Lennie, Lundin & Simpson, 2000a). 
However, many people in community organisations and groups have limited skills 
in participatory forms of planning and evaluation. The need to build community 
and organisational capacity in these processes has therefore been increasingly 
recognised (Boyle & Lemaire, 1999; Fetterman, Kaftarian & Wandersman, 1996; 
O’Sullivan & O’Sullivan, 1998; Khan, 1998; Wadsworth, 1997). 
 
Previous studies indicate that participatory evaluation can help to enhance the 
long-term sustainability and success of programs through building community 
capacities, and increasing community ownership, inclusion and participation 
(Brunner & Guzman, 1989; Dugan, 1996; Papineau & Kiely, 1996). In a 
participatory evaluation, the evaluators are the stakeholders or participants 
involved in a project. Researchers or other professional staff act as 
methodological consultants in the evaluation, and decisions about the evaluation 
are usually jointly made by stakeholders and researchers. Evaluation is seen as 
an ongoing learning process and an everyday activity that anyone with 
appropriate training can do, not just the ‘experts’ (Wadsworth, 1997). We adopted 
this contemporary approach to evaluation in the LEARNERS project. 
 
 
1.6  Community inclusion, empowerment and participation 
 
The participation and empowerment of a broad diversity of people in planning, 
implementing and evaluating initiatives is often a key goal of community capacity 
building and development projects. In Australia, groups that are typically targeted 
include people in rural, regional and remote areas, indigenous people, women, 
and people of non-English speaking background.  
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In the LEARNERS project, empowerment was seen as a long-term process that 
people undertake for themselves, rather than something that is done to or for 
another person. However, others such as community development workers or 
action researchers can provide valuable support in the process of empowerment. 
Empowerment can result in an increased sense of power, confidence and control 
which is often the result of successful action. It can happen at the level of the 
individual, the group, and/or the community (Claridge, 1996).  
 
In action research and community development projects, empowerment is often 
equated with participation. Various forms of participation have been identified, 
ranging from co-option to collective action (Martin, 2000, p.200). The aim of the 
participatory methodologies and methods used in the LEARNERS project was to 
work in cooperation with community leaders and members and foster inclusion 
and empowerment. The methods used were underpinned by positive ‘power to’ 
and ‘power with’ models in which power is seen as social and cooperative, rather 
than negative and related to domination and control (Lennie, 2001). However, we 
also recognised that a community member’s choice not to participate, or to only 
participate in a limited way, is one that is legitimate and rational. 
 
Analysis of the impacts of the project on participants and their communities used 
the framework of rural women’s empowerment developed by Lennie (2001, 
2002a). Building on the work of Friedmann (1992), this framework comprises four 
interrelated forms of empowerment: social, technological, political and 
psychological. This framework is outlined in more detail in Chapter 3. 
 
 
1.7  Challenging assumptions about community participation, 
empowerment and the sustainability of C&IT projects 
 
The LEARNERS research team adopted a critical approach which entailed 
questioning assumptions about community participation, empowerment and the 
sustainability of C&IT projects. This approach recognised the often complex and 
contradictory nature of these processes. 
 
 1.7.1 Taking barriers to participation into account 
 
Research suggests that community participation methods that aim to be inclusive 
and empowering and use new C&IT raise many complex issues. A range of 
social, cultural, organisational, technological and economic factors and barriers 
have been found to limit the effectiveness of participatory processes involving 
diverse community members and groups (Boyce, 2001; Lennie, 2001, 2002b). 
These factors include the time, energy and costs involved, people’s level of 
familiarity with participatory processes, lack of effective access to C&IT, and the 
different agendas and power relations among the groups involved. In projects 
involving academics and bureaucrats from urban areas and rural people and 
organisations, these factors are often highly relevant to the success or otherwise 
of strategies for empowerment and inclusion (Lennie, 2001, 2002b). Our analysis 
of the impacts of the LEARNERS project took these complex issues and factors 
into account. 
 
 1.7.2 Critically evaluating claims for empowerment 
 
Feminist critiques suggest that research which aims to be empowering can have 
contradictory effects and that claims that research has produced empowerment 
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require closer examination (Anderson, 1996; Gore, 1992; Lennie, 2002a; Lennie, 
Hatcher & Morgan, 2003). This entails adopting a more critical and self-reflexive 
approach and using more rigorous methods to evaluate such claims. The 
LEARNERS project applied such methods, building on research which suggests 
that PAR projects can have both empowering and disempowering effects 
(Lennie, 2002a; Lennie, Hatcher & Morgan, 2003). This component of the project 
aimed to contribute to the development of more rigorous and conceptually 
stronger community participation processes and participatory evaluation 
methodologies.  
 
 1.7.3 Questioning assumptions about the sustainability of C&IT initiatives 
 
Australian rural industry bodies have positioned new technologies as being at the 
vanguard of rural and regional economic development. Recent publications 
suggest that non-metropolitan Australians will benefit economically from new 
technologies as they will provide new employment opportunities, the potential to 
buy and sell online, an increase in services, and access to education and training 
(Da Rin & Groves 1999; Groves & Da Rin 1999a, 1999b).  
 
The LEARNERS research team recognised that despite the emphasis placed on 
C&IT in rural community development, many initiatives have failed. For example, 
of the 600+ telecentres established in Australia since the 1990s, only 75% are 
remaining today (Geiselhart, 2004). The question of how community-based C&IT 
initiatives ‘can survive financially, that is be “sustainable” in the longer term’ has 
therefore become more significant (Gurstein 2001, p.279). With major Federal 
government funding programs such as NTN winding down, the continuing 
feasibility of these projects requires local communities to find ways to make them 
self-sufficient and economically viable (DCITA, 2003, p.3, 10). We therefore need 
to consider why C&IT initiatives have often failed in regional communities and 
what can be learnt from successful models to better assist them to achieve 
sustainability. This requires an approach that takes a wide range of social, 
economic and technological factors into account. This type of ‘whole of 
community’ approach was adopted in the LEARNERS project. 
 
 
1.8  Overview of this report 
 
In the remainder of this chapter we outline the objectives and significance of the 
LEARNERS project.  We briefly describe the LEARNERS process which was 
trialled in the project, the main project activities, and the evaluation methods that 
were used. Chapter 2 outlines the process involved in selecting the Tara and 
Stanthorpe communities which participated in the trial of the LEARNERS process 
and presents case studies of these two communities. A detailed analysis of the 
impacts of the project on participants and their communities is presented in 
Chapter 3. This includes a profile of the participants, and an analysis of the 
empowering and disempowering impacts and effects of the project, the barriers 
to participation and empowerment, and the broader impacts of the project. The 
process involved in developing the EvaluateIT kit, community feedback on the kit, 
and the contents of the final version of the kit are outlined in Chapter 4. Drawing 
on the findings of the project, critical success strategies for conducting and 
evaluating PAR and community C&IT projects and learnings from the project for 
other researchers and government workers are presented in Chapter 5. The key 
findings and conclusions are discussed in Chapter 6, which also lists 
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recommendations for further research and community capacity building 
programs. 
 
 
1.9  The LEARNERS project 
 
The LEARNERS project built on an earlier pilot project which developed a 
participatory planning and evaluation framework (see Lennie, Lundin & Simpson, 
2000a and 2000b). This framework was revised and tested as part of the 
LEARNERS project. 
 
The project had four components that were closely interrelated: 
 
1. The further development and trial of the LEARNERS process in two rural 
communities and an assessment of its value in increasing the sustainability 
and success of C&IT projects.  
 
2. A critical evaluation of the project’s methodology and methods and the 
impacts of the project on community empowerment, leadership and capacity 
building, taking gender and other differences into account.   
 
3. The development and evaluation of strategies that aim to enhance and 
support leadership and participation in community C&IT projects, particularly 
for rural women.  
 
4. The design and development of EvaluateIT, an online resource kit for 
evaluating community C&IT projects.  
 
Taking these four inter-related components into account, the six main objectives 
of the project were: 
 
• to further develop and evaluate the use of the LEARNERS process by 
community members in selected rural communities in Queensland; 
• to develop and implement participation and training strategies and methods 
that aim to be empowering for a diversity of participants, and to enhance their 
leadership skills, for women in particular; 
• to critically evaluate the community capacity building methodology and 
methods used in the project, taking gender, age and other differences into 
account; 
• to develop and share new knowledge about the use of C&IT in community 
development and the forms of leadership that could help to sustain rural and 
regional communities; 
• to assess the short-term impacts and effects of the project, taking the 
organisational and community contexts, and gender and other relevant 
differences in participation and experiences of empowerment into account; 
and 
• to assess the value of the LEARNERS process, and the methodology and 
methods used in this project for improving the sustainability and success of 
C&IT initiatives. 
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The LEARNERS project involved a collaboration between an inter-disciplinary 
research team from Queensland University of Technology, five industry partners, 
and participants in the Tara and Stanthorpe Shires in southern Queensland. Tara 
Shire has a small population which is scattered over a large area. It was 
considered to be a disadvantaged community and had a significant lack of 
services, including communication and housing. In contrast, Stanthorpe Shire 
has a smaller area with a larger population, and was more advantaged in terms 
of communication, education and other services.  
 
The five industry partners in the project were: 
 
• The Department of Family and Community Services, Federal Government; 
• Learning Network Queensland; 
• The Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Energy, Queensland 
Government; 
• Legal Aid Queensland; and  
• The Office for Women, Queensland Government. 
 
The project was funded by an Australian Research Council Strategic 
Partnerships with Industry - Research and Training (SPIRT) grant and an 
Assisting Rural Women Leadership grant from the Office for Women. The design 
and development of the EvaluateIT resource kit was funded from a number of 
sources, including the SPIRT grant, and a grant from QUT and the State Library 
of Queensland. 
 
 1.9.1 Significance of the project 
 
As we have already indicated, the significance of the LEARNERS project is 
related to a number of important contemporary issues, including the following: 
 
Assessing the wider impacts of  C&IT projects: There is a lack of knowledge 
about the wider impacts and ‘ripple effects’ of C&IT initiatives in rural areas, 
gathered through participatory processes that consider important issues such as 
the role of women in C&IT uptake and community development. Gaining insight 
into these issues requires evaluation of the intended and unintended effects of 
new technologies. Long-term as well as short-term evaluation is necessary 
because some impacts may take several years to become fully apparent.1  
 
To be most effective, evaluation research needs to be built into projects, and 
conducted on an ongoing basis by project leaders and participants, so that 
continual learning and improvement can take place (Fetterman et al, 1996). The 
LEARNERS process aimed to use this approach to assist in making C&IT 
initiatives more sustainable and successful.  
 
Taking diversity, difference and inclusion into account: Facilitating equitable 
access to new C&IT is a key component of government policy. A focus on social 
justice and inclusion is necessary to avoid increasing the digital divide that 
                                                
 1 For example, a major report into the impact of C&IT on government service delivery concluded 
that ‘a significant and established impact on service delivery is likely to take at least five years’ 
(CIRCIT, 1996, p.1). 
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currently exists between groups, for example, in rural and urban areas. The 
LEARNERS process takes the issues of diversity and difference into account in 
the evaluation process, and in the collection and analysis of evaluation data and 
information about local C&IT initiatives and community needs. This approach 
enables identification of users and non-users of C&IT and relevant information 
such as gaps in C&IT services and community attitudes to new technologies. 
Research shows that it is more often the empowered, educated members of a 
community that have higher levels of access to new communication technologies, 
rather than those who are more disadvantaged (The Rural Women and ICTs 
Team, 1999; Scott, Diamond & Smith, 1997).  
 
Women’s role as ‘new pioneers’ in using the Internet appears to be a significant 
factor in the uptake of this technology in rural communities (The Rural Women 
and ICTs Research Team, 1999). While this suggests that gender analysis 
should be an important focus of the evaluation of C&IT projects, it is often 
neglected in such evaluations. However, as well as gender, the LEARNERS 
project took age, occupation and other differences, as well as issues related to 
social justice and power into account.  
 
Building community capacity in evaluation: Building community capacity and 
fostering empowerment are more effective ways of achieving sustainable 
community development than programs and success indicators imposed by 
outside experts (Harrison, 1998; Mobbs, 1998). Outside experts usually have 
little knowledge of the particular context, needs and issues of a rural community. 
Local solutions to achieving sustainable community development and the use of 
C&IT in this process are an important outcome of a capacity building approach.  
 
By using a range of participatory processes, the LEARNERS project aimed to 
contribute to building skills in evaluating C&IT projects. This includes skills in 
leadership and small group facilitation, various forms of group work, the 
development of evaluation tools, analysis of research data, and general skills in 
communication, collaboration and interaction. 
 
Adopting a ‘whole of community’ approach: A further innovative feature of the 
trial of the LEARNERS process was that it aimed to be inclusive of the various 
interrelated sectors in the communities involved (such as business, government, 
education and natural resource management and community development 
groups) and to consider the impacts that C&IT initiatives were having on these 
different sectors of the community. The aim of this approach was to highlight the 
interconnectedness of the social, cultural, economic, political, environmental and 
technological systems within the participating communities. 
 
This ‘whole of community’ systems approach also aimed to make better use of 
existing community knowledge, capacities and resources. In addition, bringing 
together various community members and groups to discuss issues, share 
information and learnings about critical success factors aimed to improve 
coordination and planning of C&IT initiatives and cooperation among the 
community member and groups involved. 
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1.10  The LEARNERS process 
 
This section briefly outlines the LEARNERS process. We discuss the approach to 
evaluation that was adopted in the project, the key goals of the process, and the 
main methods that were involved in using the process.  
 
1.10.1 Approaches to evaluation 
 
The LEARNERS project involved further developing and transferring the 
LEARNERS process to participants in the Tara and Stanthorpe communities who 
used it to evaluate their C&IT projects. Evaluation is used for a range of 
purposes, such as to: 
 
• find out if clients’ or community needs were met; 
• improve a project or program; 
• assess the outcomes or impacts of a program; 
• find out how a program is operating; 
• assess the efficiency or cost-effectiveness of a program; or to 
• understand why a program does or does not work. 
 
Wadsworth (1997) has identified two main approaches to evaluation: ‘open 
inquiry’ and ‘audit review’. Those who adopt an open inquiry approach aim to 
improve or change projects. They ask questions such as ‘what’s working, what’s 
not working?’, ‘how could we improve things?’ and ‘what are the community’s 
needs?’ By contrast, those who adopt the audit review approach measure how 
well project objectives were met and the impacts of projects. Questions include 
‘what did we set out to achieve?’ and ‘what are the signs that we have done this?’ 
Both the open inquiry and audit review approaches are useful in the evaluation of 
community projects and initiatives. 
 
Participatory action research projects include an ongoing process of critical 
reflection and evaluation. PAR aims to address both the practical concerns of 
people and the goals of research through people working together on projects. It 
is a political process because it entails people making changes together that 
affect others in their community or organisation. PAR seeks to enhance 
democracy, and individual, group, and community empowerment (McTaggart, 
1991).  
 
Open inquiry, audit review, participatory evaluation and PAR were all used in the 
LEARNERS project, which encouraged the use of these processes in the 
evaluation of C&IT projects in Tara and Stanthorpe. Drawing on feminist 
approaches to action research (Gatenby & Humphries, 1996; Maguire, 1996), the 
PAR methodology used in the LEARNERS project involved: 
 
• drawing on local knowledge to identify key issues related to C&IT in the 
communities involved and relevant contextual information about gender and 
leadership, community networks, and other issues; 
• community participants collaboratively deciding on the C&IT projects which 
they wanted to evaluate and, based on the outcomes of evaluations, 
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democratically deciding on strategies that would improve their projects and 
increase community participation and awareness;  
• designing activities in ways that aimed to meet the needs of participants and 
to be inclusive and empowering; 
• taking gender and power issues into account in designing project activities and 
the evaluation of project activities and impacts; 
• community participants, the research team and industry partners taking an 
active part in project activities, including fieldwork, and regularly sharing 
knowledge and information; 
• the research team and community participants collaboratively deciding on the 
format and content of activities such as workshops;  
• seeking feedback from participants on what worked well, what did not work so 
well and how various project activities could be improved and taking this 
feedback into account in designing future activities;  
• critically reflecting on the project at annual workshops involving the research 
team, industry partners and key community participants, conducted both face 
to face and via conferencing technology; 
• seeking feedback and critical comments from industry partners and 
community participants on case studies, data analysis, and project reports and 
resources, and making revisions based on this feedback. 
 
While the methodology aimed to create an equal partnership between 
participants, the research team, the industry partners and other stakeholders, the 
researchers recognised that this ideal was not easy to achieve in practice. It was 
also recognised that PAR requires sufficient time, energy and resources to be 
effective and that they would not always be readily available to everyone involved 
in the project.   
 
1.10.2 Goals and methods of the LEARNERS process 
 
The goals of the LEARNERS process are: 
 
• the long-term sustainability of C&IT initiatives;  
• increased collaboration and cooperation between people and organisations 
from various sectors in rural communities; 
• enhanced community capacity in using participatory planning and evaluation 
methods; 
• increased community participation and inclusion in planning and evaluation 
processes; 
• the development of learning communities; and 
• giving value to empowering forms of leadership based on collaboration, 
sharing information, networking, encouraging participation, and supporting 
people. 
 
As a PAR project, we encouraged our local community coordinators to invite a 
broad diversity of community members to workshops and other activities. They 
targeted people involved in or affected by the C&IT initiatives that community 
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members chose to evaluate. The ‘whole of community’ approach that underpins 
the LEARNERS process seeks to: 
 
• include a broad diversity of people from different sectors of the community in 
planning and evaluating initiatives; 
• encourage collaboration and cooperation between community groups and 
organisations from a diversity of sectors; and 
• assess the direct and more indirect impacts of C&IT initiatives on different 
groups and sectors of the community. 
 
As well as this inclusive, whole of community approach, the methods and 
processes involved in using the LEARNERS process included:  
 
• Identifying and building on existing community skills, knowledge and 
resources. 
• Engaging in continuous cycles of planning, acting, observing and critically 
reflecting on the actions taken. 
• Ensuring that all participants’ ideas and feedback are included and taken into 
account. 
• Collaboratively planning and conducting evaluations that enable ongoing 
learning about and constant improvements to C&IT initiatives. 
• Gathering data that enables analysis of relevant differences such as gender, 
age, and levels of skills, knowledge and access to C&IT. 
 
Figure 1 outlines the goals and outcomes of the LEARNERS process and the 
possible cycles and steps involved. A document outlining possible strategies and 
questions for each of the nine steps involved was prepared and distributed to 
participants (see http://www.learners.qut.edu.au) 
 
1.10.3 Revisions to the LEARNERS process 
 
Feedback from community participants about their need for a simpler, easier to 
understand process, and more case studies and examples, led the research 
team to redesign the LEARNERS process. The revised process was a simple 
four step evaluation process with key questions and a variety of other information 
and resources. This revised process was designed as an online resource kit 
called ‘EvaluateIT’ (see http://www.evaluateit.org). The contents of this kit, and 
the outcomes from focus group research on the kit in four rural and regional 
communities, are outlined in Chapter 4.  
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Figure 1: The LEARNERS Process  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
1.11  Project activities and evaluation methods 
 
In keeping with the use of PAR and participatory evaluation in the project, a 
range of qualitative and quantitative methods were used by the research team to 
conduct and evaluate project activities, and to regularly communicate and share 
information. They included: 
 
• holding meetings, workshops, teleconferences and videoconferences involving 
community participants and industry partners; 
• facilitating focus group discussions; 
• conducting semi-structured individual interviews; 
• distributing workshop feedback forms and questionnaires; 
• conducting participant observations of project activities; 
• making entries in a fieldwork diary;  
• creating and regularly updating the LEARNERS project website - 
http://www.learners.qut.edu.au 
• sharing information through the learners email discussion list and a list set up 
for the project’s steering group members 
• collecting feedback via email and the project’s online discussion lists; and 
• annual critical reflection workshops. 
 
The use of multiple participation, research and evaluation methods provided a 
range of rich research data and ongoing feedback which enabled rigorous 
validation of the findings and the data analysis. Industry partners and key 
community participants were asked to comment on the accuracy of this report 
and the data analysis.  
 
 
1.12  Ethical considerations 
 
All participants were provided with information about the project and signed 
consent forms. Names of all participants were changed for reporting purposes 
and permission to quote them was sought where it was possible that they could 
be identified. 
 
The two communities involved were clearly identified in publications and papers 
on the project but data that could cause any concerns among project participants 
or other community members were not used in these publications.  
 
 
1.13  Summary 
 
The context for the LEARNERS project is policies and programs that aim to build 
community capacities and leadership, develop learning communities, foster 
participation, inclusion and empowerment, and increase the sustainability of rural 
communities and C&IT initiatives. The project highlighted the leadership of rural 
women in community development and in the uptake of C&IT, and the 
importance of the empowering leadership styles often associated with women. 
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The LEARNERS research team adopted a critical approach which recognised the 
complex barriers to participation, the need to use rigorous methods to evaluate 
claims for empowerment, and the need to consider why C&IT initiatives have 
often failed and what can be learned from successful models.  
 
The components of the LEARNERS project, its main objectives, and the 
significance of the project were outlined and a description of the LEARNERS 
process was provided. The LEARNERS process uses participatory evaluation 
and PAR methods and adopts an inclusive ‘whole of community’ approach. The 
LEARNERS process has the following aims: 
 
• the long-term sustainability of C&IT initiatives;  
• increased collaboration and cooperation between various sectors in rural 
communities; 
• enhanced community capacity in participatory planning and evaluation; 
• increased community participation and inclusion in planning and evaluation; 
• the development of learning communities; and 
• giving value to empowering forms of leadership. 
 
The multiple community participation, research and evaluation methods that were 
used to implement and undertake an ongoing evaluation of the use of the 
LEARNERS process in two rural communities were summarised. These methods 
were considered to have enabled rigorous validation of the findings and the data 
analysis. 
 
The next chapter presents case studies of the two rural communities which 
participated in the trial of the LEARNERS process: the Tara and Stanthorpe 
Shires. These case studies describe the communities, profile participants in the 
various project activities, and summarise the main impacts and outcomes of the 
trial in these communities. 
 
15 
 
Case studies of the participating communities 
 
 
 2 Case studies of the participating communities 
 
 
This chapter outlines the process involved in selecting the two communities 
involved in the trial of the LEARNERS process and presents case studies of the 
Tara and Stanthorpe communities which participated in the trial. 
 
 
2.1  Selection of the trial communities 
 
The two communities involved in the project were selected on the basis of the 
following criteria: 
 
• the existence of current community C&IT initiatives that were of interest to the 
project’s industry partners; 
• local interest in using the LEARNERS process and a willingness to commit to 
the project until October 2004; 
• the availability of enthusiastic and interested local coordinators who had the 
time and capacity to help organise activities, assist in identifying participants, 
and provide ongoing feedback on project activities 
• communities that were diverse in terms of geographical location, economic 
base, social, cultural and ethnic structure, population size, and levels of 
community capacities in planning and evaluation; 
• people living on the land as well as people living in local township could be 
included; 
• locations were no more than a three-hour drive from Brisbane (due to the 
limited travel budget and the need to make fairly frequent trips to each 
community); and 
• availability of workshop and meeting facilities owned by industry partner 
organisations. 
 
Five possible communities were suggested by the project’s five industry partners. 
Their suitability was then assessed, based on the above criteria. Discussions 
were also held with key community contacts in the five communities to assess 
their level of interest in the project and their ability to coordinate local activities 
and commit to the project until October 2004. The outcome of this process was 
that the Tara and Stanthorpe Shires were selected for participation in the project 
in May 2002.  
 
The following case studies provide some contextual information about these two 
communities and the C&IT initiatives they implemented. The participation of 
community members in the project activities, and the outcomes of the trial of the 
LEARNERS process are outlined. More detailed information about the various 
project activities is provided in the Interim Report on the project (see Lennie, 
Hearn, Simpson, van Vuuren & Kennedy, 2003). 
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2.2  Case study of the Tara Shire community 
 
The Tara Shire is located in a wheat growing area, 330 kilometres west of 
Brisbane. It has nine small townships and settlements that are scattered 
throughout the Shire, which has an area of 11,661 square kilometres. When the 
project commenced the Shire had a population of just over 3,800 people and the 
main town of Tara had a population of 1,000 people. About one third of the 
population lived in very impoverished circumstances on rural residential 
subdivisions with few services and facilities. The Shire was identified as being in 
the top ten most disadvantaged communities in Queensland (Tara Shire, 2001) 
and had significant communication problems. Not only was there no effective 
mobile phone coverage but there were ongoing problems with telephone 
services, and no local newspaper or local radio station. Some areas of the Shire 
only received their mail twice a week, the majority of roads were unsealed, and 
public transport services were minimal. To compound these problems, the area 
had been affected by severe drought and bushfires in recent years.  
 
The Shire’s extensive geographic area, scattered population and changing 
demographic profile created a very divided community. People were not working 
together in most communities and many small townships were operating in 
isolation. Many people were ‘apathetic and negative’ and there was little 
proactive leadership. The community did not actively seek support and 
assistance from outside. Consequently, the area lagged behind in its 
development and in the uptake of new C&IT.  
 
However, in 2000 a new Mayor and new Shire Councillors were elected who 
provided positive leadership, instigated new community development initiatives 
and actively began building a more cooperative and pro-active community. 
Community leaders, particularly women, started to generate motivation through 
workshops, and successful events such as a multicultural festival. An inter-
departmental committee made up of community and State and local government 
representatives was also formed to address key problems in the Shire. A number 
of C&IT initiatives were implemented, including: 
 
• The Tara Shire Community Website (http://www.tara.qld.gov.au) which was 
sponsored by the Tara Shire Council and provided information on community 
and business organisations and events, and access to Council services and 
information.  
• Public Internet access at the Tara Library.  
• A Learning Network Queensland (LNQ) Centre that provided access to a 
range of C&ITs and offered support for students undertaking external studies. 
• Videoconferencing facilities that enabled access to legal advice and 
information, particularly for women. 
• Computer and Internet training courses and support services. 
• The ‘Cyberflora’ project which involved developing a website 
(http://www.gag.org.au) and email network to facilitate the collaborative 
creation of a mural in the Myall Park Botanic Garden.  
• The Westmar State School website created by children from this small rural 
township. The school was providing after hours access to computers and the 
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Internet to adults in the community who were taught by the school children. 
The female school principal actively supported these initiatives. 
 
Given this positive new energy and outlook, the Tara Shire Council expressed 
interest in using the LEARNERS process to help the community work together to 
reach its goals and to engage in more effective planning and evaluation. They 
hoped that the process could help improve communication across the Shire and 
training and access to new C&IT.  
 
In May 2002, two QUT researchers met with senior staff and elected members of 
the Shire Council. A meeting with community leaders and a workshop for 
community members was subsequently planned. Invitations to the workshop 
were sent to all community, sporting and business organisations. The Council’s 
Community and Economic Development Officer became the local LEARNERS 
project coordinator. She was enthusiastic about the project and used her good 
relationships with community organisations and groups to generate interest and 
support. Assistance with project activities was provided by the IT Support Officer 
who worked in the Tara Library. She managed the Community Website and 
conducted computer and Internet training. However, she left the community in 
early 2003 and was not replaced by the Council.   
 
Eight people (seven women and one man) from various townships participated in 
the community leaders’ meeting. They included the President of the Shire 
Development Association, the Westmar school principal and one of the 
Cyberflora project leaders, who participated in the workshop. Twenty three 
people (fifteen women and eight men) with a diversity of ages and occupations 
participated in the community workshop, which included presentations about 
local C&IT projects and small group discussions. Six participants lived on farms, 
while the others lived in or near to Tara or other townships. Participants worked 
in the areas of education and training, community and youth development, retail, 
accounting, and agriculture. One was a priest, three were retired, and one was 
unemployed. Nine participants (six women and three men) held official positions 
in community organisations, and one man was a Shire Councillor.    
 
Following the community workshop, the local project coordinator made 
presentations about the project at a major community meeting in one of the small 
townships and at a meeting of school principals from around the Shire. A local 
project steering committee was formed comprising representatives from various 
townships. They participated in an ‘email meeting’ that nominated two projects 
that could be evaluated using the LEARNERS process: the Tara Shire 
Community Website and IT training and access across the Shire. Six sub-
projects were also identified. A workshop to plan the evaluation of these C&IT 
projects was held in March 2003. Later workshops and a teleconference were 
held to analyse the results of a survey of Shire residents and to plan key actions 
to be taken. 
 
At a critical reflection workshop in December 2002, two local project coordinators 
reported that the business sector was the first to ‘drop out’ of the project and 
there was initially ‘a lot of misconception as to what [the project] was about’. They 
had found it ‘very hard’ to explain the project, and suggested that it needed to be 
put into ‘a lot more user-friendly terms’. While groups such as the school 
principals ‘picked it up straight away’, others found it difficult to understand. 
However, the project also had several positive impacts. It had helped to improve 
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the networking, communication, and sharing of information between various 
community groups through email and the Shire website. More people in the Shire 
were using C&IT, and people had identified new ways of using C&IT to overcome 
communication and distance problems. While interest in the project continued to 
be fairly high, the loss of the Council’s IT Officer in early 2003 had a major impact 
on key project activities.  
 
During the final critical reflection workshop in August 2004, the Tara group’s 
spokesperson emphasised the benefits that participants believed the community 
had gained from the project. These included: the use of C&IT to reduce the 
geographic distance between community members, gaining knowledge and skills 
that they were transferring to other aspects of their community development 
work, and networking with more members in their community and others involved 
in the project (eg. Stanthorpe participants, industry partners and the research 
team). The Tara Shire participants thought they would continue to use and learn 
from the skills and resources provided through the project.  
 
Participants’ enthusiasm and growth were also reflected in their feedback on and 
suggestions for the EvaluateIT resource kit and website. They described the kit 
as an ‘excellent’, ‘user-friendly’ resource that could be enhanced through the 
addition of smaller case studies that highlighted the wide range of projects that 
the evaluation process could be applied to. This case study illustrates that the 
processes used in the LEARNERS project can be of considerable benefit to 
disadvantaged communities, particularly those who seek to use new C&IT to 
facilitate community capacity building and sustainable community development. 
 
 
2.3  Case study of the Stanthorpe Shire community 
 
The Shire of Stanthorpe is located 230 kilometres south west of Brisbane in the 
Granite Belt region, near the border of Queensland and New South Wales. When 
the project began the Shire’s population was 10,373 and the main town of 
Stanthorpe had a population of 5,500. The population live in two main towns and 
six smaller townships within an area of 2,669 square kilometres. Major industries 
in the Shire are agriculture, farming and tourism, and the region is well known for 
its popular wineries and national parks. Like other parts of rural Queensland, the 
area has experienced a severe drought over the past few years. A significant 
number of residents are of Italian descent, and some community members with a 
non-English speaking background do not have strong English literacy skills. 
 
The Shire has good communication systems and is serviced by a local radio 
station and newspaper. However, there was limited public access to the Internet, 
and a general lack of awareness of the potential opportunities that could be 
provided by new C&IT.  
 
People were concerned about the number of residents who were leaving the 
area, particularly young people. The retention of young people was considered 
vital to the community’s sustainability. While the area had many active community 
groups and strong leaders, there was poor interaction and information sharing 
among groups, and newcomers found it difficult to gain formal leadership 
positions. The community was seen as conservative, and somewhat fragmented 
and insular and reluctant to seek help from outside. As in the Tara Shire, several 
women had taken leadership in many community development projects, including 
those using new C&IT.   
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The Stanthorpe Shire Council and LNQ implemented a range of economic and 
community development initiatives that use new C&IT. They included: 
 
• The ‘GraniteNet’ website and virtual community project 
(http://www.granitenet.net.au), managed by the Stanthorpe Shire Council 
(which allowed people to join any of about 80 diverse online community 
groups or start their own community or interest group; community and 
business users could build their own web sites, accessed through the 
GraniteNet site).  
• The Shire of Stanthorpe website (http://www.stanthorpe.qld.gov.au) which 
provides access to Council services and information.  
• The Stanthorpe Community Learning Centre initiative which aimed to become 
the hub of learning in the area and provide access to a range of education and 
training courses and communication technologies. 
• A LNQ Centre located in the Stanthorpe High School. 
• Computer and Internet training courses. 
 
The GraniteNet project was expected to enhance telecommunications and e-
commerce access in the region. It was funded through the Networking the Nation 
program and a key issue was its sustainability once this funding ran out. A further 
issue was that community ownership in the project had not been established and 
it was largely regarded as a Council project. 
 
In June 2002, QUT researchers and a project partner met with the Shire’s 
Economic Development Manager, the GraniteNet Project Officer, and the 
Stanthorpe Learning Community consultant. The Project Officer and the Learning 
Community consultant had previously agreed to be the local LEARNERS project 
coordinators. A meeting with the local project ‘advisory committee’ and an initial 
workshop for community members was planned. Invitations to the workshop were 
sent to selected representatives of community organisations, projects and 
businesses.   
 
Seven people (five women and two men) participated in the advisory committee 
meeting. They included the Deputy Mayor and a committee member of Granite 
Belt Support Services (both women). All of the advisory committee participated in 
the workshop, which involved thirteen people (ten women and three men) with a 
range of ages and occupations. The group was younger than the Tara workshop 
group and less diverse. Three lived on farms while the others lived in or near 
Stanthorpe or other townships. Participants worked in the areas of education and 
training, community and economic development, and local government. Three 
people (two women and one man) held official positions in community or 
educational organisations. Several participants expressed disappointment about 
the lack of broad community representation. 
 
Workshop participants identified the development of a Learning Community as a 
key area of interest. Further meetings and workshops were held to begin 
planning activities associated with the Learning Community project. Participants 
were encouraged to join the Granite Belt Lifelong Learning Group on GraniteNet 
to facilitate communication and information sharing. New participants gradually 
joined these activities, most of which were conducted without any QUT presence. 
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The Granite Belt Learning Community Group continued to meet regularly during 
the project to plan activities and share information. 
 
In October 2002, local project leaders and QUT researchers facilitated a 
workshop involving eighteen people (fourteen women and four men) that 
developed vision statements for a Learning Community. However, while some 
participants were happy with the workshop process and outcomes, others wanted 
to work on short-term projects and were unclear about where the project was 
heading. Maintaining motivation and interest was a key issue. Difficulties related 
to the ownership and control of the project were also experienced. 
 
The local coordinators experienced problems with involving the business 
community and people in service clubs and schools. Participants were confused 
about how the LEARNERS process fitted with the Learning Community project 
and wanted more participation by the researchers in the community activities.  
 
In early 2003, a small group began planning and conducting an evaluation of the 
Lifelong Learning Group’s website on GraniteNet as a pilot project. The mostly 
positive feedback from this successful evaluation helped to increase motivation 
among the local group. A workshop was later held to collaboratively analyse the 
data from an online survey of the Lifelong learning group members and critically 
reflect on the evaluation process. Based on this analysis, actions to be taken 
were agreed to. 
 
While participants in this community experienced a number of difficulties, they 
indicated that the project improved communication and networking between 
community groups and organisations. A key outcome of the project was that it 
facilitated the formation of a core group of people who are enthusiastic about 
developing the Granite Belt into a Learning Community and have successfully 
conducted several activities to meet this goal. An active female participant 
reported that her leadership skills and confidence had increased ‘tremendously’ 
while others reported increasing their skills and knowledge of participatory 
planning and evaluation. As in the Tara Shire, participants provided very positive 
feedback on the EvaluateIT kit, which was successfully used to begin evaluating 
the new Stanthorpe Library website. 
 
 
2.4  Summary 
 
Based on certain criteria, the Tara and Stanthorpe communities were selected for 
the trial of the LEARNERS process. Each community had existing C&IT initiatives 
that could be evaluated and the local Councils were keen to support and participate 
in the project. While the Tara Shire was considered to be a disadvantaged 
community with a significant lack of services, particularly in communication, 
Stanthorpe Shire was more advantaged in terms of communication, education and 
other services. In both communities, a larger number of people participated in initial 
activities such as workshops while a smaller core group continued their involvement, 
including planning and conducting evaluations. Involving a wide diversity of 
community members and organisations was problematic. The majority of 
participants in both communities were women working in community development or 
education and training. Problems were initially experienced in both communities with 
generating understanding about the project. However, various positive impacts of 
the project were reported in each community. The next chapter provides further 
details about the impacts of the project on participants and their communities
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 3 Assessing the impacts of LEARNERS: What did we learn? 
 
 
3.1  Introduction 
 
In addition to the activities related to the implementation of the LEARNERS 
process, in each community the research team also conducted an ongoing meta-
process of reflection, critique and analysis of the LEARNERS project and its 
impacts. This chapter aims to answer one of the key research questions of the 
project: 
 
What impacts and effects did the project have for the communities 
involved, various groups of participants, and selected women 
participants, including empowering and disempowering impacts and 
effects? 
 
Impacts are understood as the changes that occur as a result of a project or 
intervention. They include intended and unintended, positive and negative, 
empowering and disempowering impacts. Previous research indicates that both 
empowering and disempowering impacts and outcomes can be anticipated in 
PAR projects involving people from diverse backgrounds and with different levels 
of status, power, knowledge and education, unequal access to C&IT, and 
different goals and agendas (Lennie, 2001, 2002a; Lennie, Hatcher & Morgan, 
2003). 
 
 
3.2  Sources of data on project impacts 
 
Analysis of the impacts of the project drew on multiple sources of qualitative and 
quantitative data. This data included: 
 
• responses to feedback questionnaires completed by between nine and 
nineteen people at four workshops (two in each community); 
• transcripts of individual in-depth interviews conducted with eleven participants 
(four women from Stanthorpe and five women and two men from Tara); 
• transcripts of three focus group discussions held with sixteen participants 
(eight women and two men in two Stanthorpe focus groups and four women 
and two men in a Tara focus group); 
• notes and transcripts from three critical reflection workshops held in each year 
of the project; 
• email messages; 
• entries in a fieldwork diary; 
• feedback on the EvaluateIT kit; and  
• responses to questionnaires about project impacts completed by four industry 
partners. 
 
Further details about the source of data used in this analysis are provided in 
Appendix 1. 
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3.3  Data analysis and validation process 
 
The majority of the data was entered into the NVivo program where it was coded 
and analysed using the framework of empowerment and disempowerment 
detailed below. Tables were created that listed various empowering or 
disempowering impacts of the project and the number of women and men in 
each community who reported that they or others had experienced these impacts 
or effects. This was obtained from feedback and information about the impacts 
and outcomes of the project provided by fifteen participants during interviews, 
focus group discussions and critical reflection workshops. They comprised nine 
participants (eight women and one man) from Stanthorpe and six participants 
(four women and two men) from Tara. 
 
An assessment of the significance of these impacts was made, based on the 
following criteria: 
 
Level of significance Criteria 
High 7 or more people indicated impacts on themselves and/or others 
Moderate 4-6 people indicated impacts on themselves  and/or others 
Low 1-3 people indicated impacts on themselves  and/or others 
 
 
This data was combined with relevant data from workshop feedback 
questionnaires. Transcripts of discussions about the impacts of the project by 
members of the research team and the industry partners at critical reflection 
workshops were also used in the analysis. In most cases, these discussions were 
based on participant observations of workshops in the two communities and 
other project activities. 
 
A summary of the analysis was distributed to fourteen participants (six from Tara 
and eight from Stanthorpe), the research team and industry partners before the 
final critical reflection workshop in August 2004 for validation and comment. 
Workshop participants agreed that the summary represented a trustworthy 
account and only minor changes were suggested. Feedback from three key 
participants in Stanthorpe, two key participants in Tara later confirmed the 
trustworthiness of the more detailed analysis presented in this report. 
 
 
3.4  Community participation 
 
In both communities, project activities initially involved a larger group. A core 
group of seven people in each community remained actively involved in project 
activities over the period May 2002 - August 2004. Most of the core group 
members were working in the fields of community development, community 
services, or education and training. Small steering groups were formed in each 
community to decide on and plan various project activities. Meetings and 
teleconferences involving these steering groups and the QUT team were 
regularly held.  
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Nineteen community participants (ten from Stanthorpe and nine from Tara) joined 
the learners discussion list. This list was used to provide project updates, 
disseminate relevant information and links to resources and publications, and to 
gather feedback on revisions to the LEARNERS process. Community participants 
who joined the list ranged from those who only took part in a small number of 
other project activities to those who were very active core group members. 
 
 3.4.1 Profile of participants 
 
Tables 1 - 3 present a profile of the participants from Tara and Stanthorpe. They 
identify the gender, age, residential location, employment sector and leadership 
positions of people attending project meetings, workshops, focus groups and 
other LEARNERS activities over the May 2002 - August 2004 period. This data 
indicates that the majority of participants were women but that more men in Tara 
were active participants than in Stanthorpe. A large proportion was in the 40-59 
age group and participants in Stanthorpe were generally younger than those in 
Tara.  
 
The majority of participants were of a white and/or Anglo-Celtic ethnicity. Most 
lived in a town but more people in Tara lived on farms than did those in 
Stanthorpe. Many participants worked in the areas of community development, 
education and training or local government, in both paid and voluntary positions. 
In Tara, these organisations included the Shire Council, LNQ, the Tara Crisis 
Support Group, and the Tara Community Consultative Committee. In Stanthorpe 
they included the Shire Council, LNQ, the Stanthorpe State High School and 
Granite Belt Support Services. In both communities, five of the core group 
members were in paid roles (full-time and part-time) and two were in unpaid, 
voluntary roles. However, most of the core group members in paid roles were 
also involved in community organisations and groups in a voluntary capacity.  
 
Some participants in both communities held formal leadership positions in local 
government, community or business groups and organisations. They included 
presidents, secretaries, treasurers and chairs of community organisations or 
committees, shire councillors and managers. As Table 4 indicates, more 
Stanthorpe participants had a higher level of prior knowledge about participatory 
planning and evaluation than did those in Tara.  
 
Most core group participants, especially in Stanthorpe, assessed themselves as 
having high to moderate levels of skills and experience with using email and the 
Internet. The majority of interviewees accessed email every day and regularly 
accessed the World Wide Web. Most of the core groups had good quality access 
to email and the Internet at work or at home. However, one retired male who 
lived in the subdivision area in Tara had very poor telecommunications access at 
home, while another retired female participant in Tara had no computer or 
Internet access at home, very limited experience with email and no Internet 
experience. One female participant in Stanthorpe occasionally had no access at 
home.  
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 Table 1: Number and gender of focus group, workshop and teleconference  
  participants in Tara, September 2003 - August 2004 
 
Gender 
Project activity 
Female Male 
Total 
Evaluation data analysis workshop and focus 
group 
(September 2003) 
3 2 5 
Teleconference to set priorities for action 
from evaluation 
(October 2003) 
3 1 4 
Critical reflection workshop 
(November 2003) 2 4 6 
Workshop and focus group on the 
EvaluateIT kit 
(June 2004) 
2 3 5 
Critical reflection workshop 
(August 2004) 4 2 6 
 
 
 
 Table 2: Number and gender of focus group and workshop participants in  
  Stanthorpe, May 2003 - August 2004  
 
Gender 
Project activity 
Female Male 
Total 
Focus group 1 
(May 2003) 6 0 6 
Focus group 2 
(May 2003) 2 2 4 
Critical reflection workshop 
(November 2003) 6 1 7 
Workshop and focus group on the 
EvaluateIT kit 
(June 2004) 
6 0 6 
Critical reflection workshop 
(August 2004) 5 0 5 
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Note: Data on age and residential location was not obtained for some participants 
# Several participants were involved in more than one sector through their paid work and/or voluntary community activities   
* This includes people who are retired, unemployed, or not involved in other community groups 
 
 
Table 3: Profile of participants in key project activities July 2002 - March 2003 
 
Gender Age group Residential location Community or industry sector# Leadership positions Project activity 
Female Male 20-39 
40-
59 
Over 
60 
On 
farm 
In 
town 
Outside 
town 
Community 
development 
Education or 
training Business    Government Other* Female Male
Stanthorpe 
Advisory 
Committee 
meeting 
(August 2002) 
5               2 3 3 1 2 3 2 2 2 0 4 0 2 1
Community 
workshop 
(August 2002) 
10               3 5 6 1 3 6 3 5 5 1 3 0 2 1
Community 
workshop 
(October 2002) 
14               4 6 9 3 4 11 3 4 5 2 3 5 2 1
Evaluation  
workshop 
(February 2002) 
6               1 3 3 1 2 4 1 3 3 0 1 1 0 1
Tara 
Community 
leaders meeting 
(July 2002) 
7               1 0 7 0 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 4 1
Community 
workshop 
(July 2002) 
15               8 4 13 2 6 9 4 11 4 6 5 2 6 4
Evaluation 
Workshop 
(March 2003) 
4               5 2 5 2 2 5 2 7 1 0 1 4 3 3
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 Table 4: Tara and Stanthorpe participants’ level of knowledge and  
  understanding of participatory planning and evaluation before  
  the first workshop 
 
Tara Stanthorpe 
 
no. % no. % 
Very low 5 26.3 1 8.3 
Low 4 21.1 2 16.7 
Moderate 5 26.3 5 41.7 
High 5 26.3 2 16.7 
Very high 0 0 2 16.7 
Total 19 100 12 100 
 
 
 
3.5  Framework of empowerment and disempowerment 
 
Analysis of the impacts of the LEARNERS project drew on the framework of 
empowerment and disempowerment developed by Lennie (2001; 2002a). While 
empowerment and disempowerment were seen as separate and distinct for the 
purpose of this analysis, a critical analysis of the effects of an action research 
project involving rural women and C&IT demonstrates the inter-relationship 
between these two processes (Lennie, 2001, Lennie, Hatcher & Morgan, 2003). 
This earlier research highlights the complex and contradictory outcomes of PAR 
projects, and the often political nature of evaluations involving stakeholders and 
groups with different backgrounds, agendas and goals.  
 
 3.5.1 Analysing the empowering, positive and intended impacts 
 
An important aim of the PAR methodology, the various methods used in the 
LEARNERS project, and the LEARNERS process, is that they produced various 
forms of empowerment. The framework of empowerment used to analyse the 
impacts of the project is illustrated in Figure 2 below. This framework comprises 
four interrelated forms of rural women’s empowerment: social, technological, 
political and psychological (Lennie, 2001; 2002a).  
 
Social empowerment includes key elements of social capital (Woolcock et al, 
2004). It is required to enable effective participation in community action and 
decision-making and other processes that can lead to political empowerment 
(Friedmann 1992). Psychological empowerment can result from successful action 
related to the community or to politics, as well as from ‘intersubjective work’ 
(Friedmann, 1992, p.33). Given the increasing use of the Internet and other C&IT 
in providing information, community consultation, and the networking of advocacy 
and lobby groups, technological empowerment is now becoming an important 
prerequisite to social and political empowerment (Lennie, 2001, 2002a).  
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opposite of the four forms of empowerment, summarised above. These were 
labelled social, technological, political and psychological disempowerment.  
 
 
3.6  Empowering impacts 
 
The analysis indicated that participation in the project had various empowering 
impacts and effects on participants in both communities. The various types of 
social, technological, political and psychological and empowerment identified as 
having been experienced are considered below.  
 
 3.6.1 Social empowerment 
 
Many participants in each community experienced various forms of social 
empowerment, which is linked to the development of social capital. The most 
significant forms of social empowerment identified were: 
 
• Gaining new knowledge or understanding of participatory planning and 
evaluation 
• Increasing evaluation and communication skills 
• Obtaining or sharing new information 
• Applying new knowledge, information and skills to other contexts 
• Networking with others in their community and elsewhere 
• Participating in various group activities. 
 
New knowledge or understanding of participatory planning and evaluation: 
Many participants, particularly in Stanthorpe, already had a high level of prior 
knowledge in this area. However, participation in the project increased 
knowledge and understanding in this area for the majority of participants who 
took part in both the early workshops and who continued their involvement in the 
project. Significant increases in knowledge were reported by two active female 
participants with low levels of prior knowledge (one in Stanthorpe and one in 
Tara). Comments on this included: 
 
Having been through two or three of these workshops, I am very 
impressed and really quite amazed, considering we’re just ordinary 
people, at the level of language that’s changed. I would really be 
interested to see the language used back when we first started this 
because it’s actually increased people’s awareness and knowledge of 
the possibilities and probably going through processes certainly has 
educated us ... I’m really impressed at what obviously the whole group 
has learned over the months of doing this. (Aimee2, focus group in 
Stanthorpe) 
 
Another woman agreed, emphasising that the confidence with which people were 
using the terms and techniques was ‘very impressive’.  
 
                                                
 2 The names of all participants have been changed. 
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Feedback on the use of the EvaluateIT kit indicates that it has assisted in further 
developing knowledge and understanding of participatory planning and 
evaluation. Use of this kit is expected to continue helping to increase community 
capacity in this area. 
 
Increasing evaluation and communication skills: Six interviewees considered 
that they or others had developed or enhanced their skills in areas such as small 
group facilitation, brainstorming, and designing and conducting evaluations. 
Some also improved their general skills in leadership, communication and 
interaction.  
 
An active Tara participant in a community development role, with a high level of 
prior knowledge of participatory planning and evaluation, noticed that his 
communication skills had ‘really improved’:  
 
June: Right…so you’re learning some new techniques as a result of 
taking part in the project… 
 
Steve: Yeah that’s one of the big things ... it’s not so much my IT skills 
but more my communication skills that I’ve managed to come away with 
something … it’s with the young people especially, like you’ve got to 
keep it innovative and imaginative otherwise they dry up.  
 
Obtaining or sharing new information: Several participants and industry 
partners valued much of the information and resources provided during the 
project, particularly the project’s information sheets and information provided 
through the learners email list.  Some of this information was forwarded to others 
via community websites and networks. This information sharing was seen as 
helping people ‘appreciate the value of other perspectives’. 
 
Comments on the learners email list included: 
 
There’s a lot of good information came through.  Nancy was good with 
sending a lot of that funding info through. There were bits and pieces I 
thought were excellent. (Vivien, interview in Tara) 
 
Patsy, a Tara participant, reported that the information sheets were very useful: 
 
... I found them excellent revision because they’re concise and as I say 
I’ve circulated them hoping that other people will too. 
 
Very positive feedback was also provided on the value and use of the EvaluateIT 
kit, which has already helped the communities to obtain useful new feedback on 
C&IT projects. The four step EvaluateIT process was seen as simple and easy to 
understand for people without significant evaluation experience, inclusive and 
flexible. Further feedback on this resource kit is provided in Chapter 4. 
 
Application of new knowledge, information and skills: Nine participants (five 
women and one man in Stanthorpe and two women and one man in Tara) 
reported that they and others had applied their new or enhanced skills and 
knowledge in other contexts such as their paid work in community and economic 
development work with youth or other community groups, or in their voluntary 
positions in community organisations and groups. The following comment 
indicates some of the empowering ‘ripple’ effects of the project: 
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It’s not only useful for one group, you know ... you can take your skills out and 
use them in other groups. When you’re dealing with service providers, I mean I 
could now take my communication skills that I’ve learnt to say people that are the 
receivers of services and give them the empowerment so that they can approach 
people who are the providers and feel that their needs will be met. That by doing 
it and using diplomacy, and good communication … so it has the ability to close a 
gap between members in the community.  (Adele, interview in Stanthorpe) 
 
Networking with others: Seven participants (four women in Stanthorpe, and two 
women and one man in Tara) identified the opportunity to network and interact 
with others in their community and elsewhere as a valuable outcome of the 
project.  Some Tara participants formed useful linkages with the Stanthorpe 
participants. Most of the industry partners also valued the opportunity to network 
with each other and the research team and gain up to date information on 
publications and other projects and activities. Nicole considered that networking 
among the Learning Community project group in Stanthorpe was a significant 
outcome of the project:  
 
I think that one of the good things for our group is networking. I think 
we’ve all networked a lot better since we came together as a group.   
 
Others valued the opportunity to make contact with people in their community 
with whom they had not worked with previously: 
 
I think really for me, it’s always going to be the communication. I mean, 
there are some people there that I’ve never really worked with before in 
the community and it was interesting to be able to sit down with them 
and talk and work out how they see things. (Steve, interview in Tara) 
 
Participation in group activities: Six interviewees (four women in Stanthorpe 
and one woman and one man in Tara), as well as several workshop participants 
in both communities, reported that they valued and often enjoyed the opportunity 
to take part in the various workshops, meetings, videoconferences and other 
groupwork activities. Comments on what worked well in workshops held in both 
communities included: 
 
Group work was effective; brainstorm was likewise. 
 
Brainstorming session - gave clarity.  Group involvement - team effort 
People allowing for each other to speak, consideration, listening, 
willingness to work together 
 
Consultation and leadership and co-operation of leaders and participants 
 
Other impacts related to social empowerment, mentioned by a smaller number of 
participants and interviewees in both communities included: 
 
• The support and ‘better direction’ provided by the QUT team.  
• The sense of collaboration and cooperation among community participants 
and the ‘community empowerment’ 
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• Feeling as if they were on an equal standing with the research team and 
industry partners and other participants who were seen as having a higher 
status. 
• The opportunity to reflect on the community and the issues raised in the 
project.  
• Gaining a broader or ‘big picture’ perspective on the community, issues of 
concern to the community and the Learning Community project.  
 
A further outcome for an interviewee in a high status position with a key 
community organisation in Stanthorpe was that it had changed her thinking about 
less advantaged people in the community who were unable to participate and 
thought they did not have ‘anything to give’. An industry partner also commented 
that one of the outcomes of the project was: 
 
Just seeing how disadvantaged people operate and seeing all the 
barriers there are to get these people to participate socially and 
economically because they, as you said, don’t have the power, so it’s  
a bit hard. 
 
 3.6.2 Technological empowerment 
 
Although the majority of interviewees in both communities had a high to 
moderate level of skills and experience with using computers and the Internet 
when the project commenced, some experienced various forms of technological 
empowerment through their participation in the project. The two key forms of 
technological empowerment were: 
 
• New or increased awareness or knowledge of new C&IT, or local C&IT 
initiatives and issues; and 
• New or greater use of C&IT such as email and new skills with using C&IT. 
 
For interviewees in both communities, the most significant impact in terms of 
technological empowerment was the development of new awareness or 
knowledge of new C&IT, or local C&IT initiatives and issues. Eleven interviewees 
(four women in Stanthorpe and five women and two men in Tara) indicated that 
they and others in their community had gained this new knowledge or awareness 
through participation in the project. Examples of this include: 
 
• A female participant working in a key role in a local C&IT project developed an 
awareness that ‘the Stanthorpe community is not as ready and/or is open to IT 
initiatives and the use of computers as I originally thought’.  
• Staff and elected members of the Tara Shire Council gained a significantly 
increased awareness and new ideas about the innovative use of email, the 
Internet and other technologies such as teleconferencing and 
videoconferencing. This led to the redesign of the Tara Shire website and 
greater use of other new C&IT by the Council. 
• Ted, a very active male participant from Tara, developed an awareness of the 
‘unlimited possibility’ for using the Internet and other communication 
technologies to benefit the Shire and local people’s lives and also the C&IT 
facilities that were already available in Tara. During the interview Ted provided 
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numerous examples of the potential innovative uses of technology to improve 
community services and local access to knowledge and information.  
 
Eight interviewees (three women in Stanthorpe, and three women and two men 
in Tara) provided examples of new uses, and greater use and confidence in 
using of C&IT such as email and the Internet, or the development of new skills in 
using various technologies. This was particularly evident in Tara. Examples of 
new uses of technologies included: 
 
• The Tara Shire Council began using the Community Website as the ‘centre 
point’ for providing access to information. This was a ‘huge change’ and had 
made the Council ‘more organised’ in disseminating information to residents.  
• The Learning Community group in Stanthorpe made more use of email to 
network and communicate with others and to share information and 
encouraged others to do the same. 
• A female Tara participant in a community development role experienced 
increased confidence in using email and used this technology to successfully 
prepare a major funding application with a group of people who were scattered 
all over the Shire. Significant funding was obtained to establish public Internet 
access at a small outlying township and to establish a Rural Transaction 
Centre at another. A triangle of IT facilities and enhanced communication in 
the Shire now exists.  
• Participants from both communities used LNQ’s CentraOne conferencing 
system to participate in three major project events. Participants in Stanthorpe 
felt more empowered to provide critical comments on the project during the 
two critical reflection workshops that used this technology. 
 
 3.6.3 Political empowerment 
 
While the project has not involved participants providing a direct input into policy-
making, it has produced political empowerment to some extent. Participation in 
workshops enabled community members to ‘have their say’ about issues of 
concern, and to take collective action on issues and new C&IT initiatives that aim 
to benefit the community, or could help improve sustainability.  
 
Tara participants saw the project as assisting in bringing the community together 
to work towards a common goal. The formation of an active Learning Community 
Group was considered as a significant outcome of the project by seven of the 
nine Stanthorpe interviewees or focus group participants (six women and one 
man). This group has continued to meet on a regular basis to plan and organise 
various activities, including activities centred around Adult Learning Week. 
 
The leader of the Learning Community project was elected as a Shire Councillor 
in 2004 with a mandate to move forward with this project. He expressed the hope 
that the Granite Belt Learning Community Project Group might be able to work 
together on other future projects with researchers and staff in the Creative 
Industries Faculty at QUT ‘to our mutual advantage’. The two local project 
coordinators believed that the partnership established between the Stanthorpe 
community and the Creative Industries Faculty ‘is an important one that has 
certainly been a positive outcome of the project’ (email, 3 November 2004). 
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 3.6.4 Psychological empowerment 
 
Self-confidence and self-esteem are essential first steps to empowerment 
(Anderson, 1996; Claridge, 1996). Although the majority of participants appeared 
to have a fairly high existing level of psychological empowerment, two less 
confident participants (one in Stanthorpe and one in Tara) reported that they had 
increased their level of confidence. Adele thought that her confidence had 
increased ‘tremendously’ and suggested that ‘it has spin-offs because when you 
get that confidence in that one area it has off-spins in different directions’. Glenda 
agreed that her confidence had increased but thought that she put herself down 
‘way too much’.  
 
Other impacts related to psychological empowerment included: 
 
• Most participants felt very comfortable participating in workshops and other 
activities as they were viewed as ‘non-threatening’, ‘informal, safe and 
respectful of the individuals participating’ and did not make participants feel 
pressured.  
• Some participants reported that they enjoyed participating in activities 
because there was adequate time and ‘nobody was bored’, and they liked the 
social components such as morning and afternoon tea breaks, dinners with 
research team members and industry partners, and informal conversations. 
 
A critical reflection workshop conducted via conferencing technology in 
November 2003, was seen as particularly empowering for participants in 
Stanthorpe who felt more ‘free to speak their minds’. The facilitator of the 
Stanthorpe group considered that the process was ‘really effective’: 
 
It was particularly effective when people in the group were able to take 
the microphone and articulate their own thoughts on a particular issue. 
By the time we got to the end of the session, we were really starting to 
have fun with the technology, as you probably noticed!  It was an 
empowering process for us. (email, November 2003) 
 
 
3.7  Disempowering impacts 
 
While the project has resulted in a wide range of empowering and positive 
impacts and effects, some disempowering, negative or unintended effects were 
experienced. Some of these effects were experienced to a greater extent by 
participants in Stanthorpe than in Tara. This appeared to be due to a number of 
factors, especially the misunderstandings and confusion about the project and its 
relationship to the Learning Community initiative that was initially experienced.  
 
 3.7.1 Social disempowerment 
 
The two most significant areas of social disempowerment identified by several 
participants in both communities were:  
 
• Not gaining sufficient knowledge or understanding about the project and the 
LEARNERS process. Factors included the language that was used, the 
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perceived complexity of the diagram used to explain the LEARNERS process, 
and the purpose of the project being open to multiple interpretations.  
• Initial confusion about the purpose of the project, which was greater in 
Stanthorpe than in Tara. 
 
In addition, the ongoing nature of PAR within the LEARNERS process did not 
meet the needs of some participants who were more ‘outcome driven’. Others 
were disappointed about the perceived lack of outcomes from the project. One 
interviewee from Stanthorpe, who thought that the action research process was 
‘very good’, asked a pertinent question about ‘how many people need to 
understand the whole process’. This has particular relevance for community 
capacity building and learning community projects that use C&IT in that it 
suggests that it may not be necessary for many community members to gain the 
relevant capacities but rather that initially they could be located in key people or 
organisations. However, care needs to be taken to ensure that the projects and 
outcomes meet the needs of most community members.  
 
It is important to note that understanding increased over time for those who 
remained active participants but (along with factors such as lack of time, 
relevance and interest and living at a distance from workshop venues and lack of 
initial understanding) was likely to have been a factor in several of the early 
participants’ decision not to continue involvement in the project. These negative 
effects could have contributed to some participants considering that the 
LEARNERS process did not meet their needs and/or that there was a lack of 
outcomes.  
 
 3.7.2 Technological disempowerment 
 
Participants also experienced various forms of technological disempowerment 
during the project at times. However, some of these experiences were not 
directly related to project activities. The main issues reported were: 
 
• A lack of confidence with using computers, email and conferencing 
technologies which were unfamiliar to some participants. 
• Limited access to computers and email facilities. Some participants in both 
communities had no email access at home and only limited email access at 
work, while others, particularly in Tara, experienced very poor 
telecommunications services some or all of the time. 
• Lack of IT training and support: The loss of the IT Support Officer in Tara less 
than a year after project activities began affected the progress with certain 
activities and greatly reduced the amount of local training and technological 
support available to participants.  
• Problems participating via technology: This included being unable to hear or 
see some participants via the conferencing technologies used, and 
occasionally losing the link to some groups of participants.  
• Access to insufficient information about C&IT: Some Stanthorpe participants 
would have liked more information about ‘IT possibilities that support learning 
communities’. 
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 3.7.3 Political disempowerment 
 
Turning to political disempowerment, some participants and project partners 
thought that certain project activities had been controlled by participants and 
stakeholders, while one woman reported that she and others had experienced a 
lack of influence and voice. These two effects appeared to result from different 
perceptions about ownership of the project and control of the agenda. 
 
Along with other factors, the control of activities by various participants and 
stakeholders (including the research team) was considered to have impacted on 
the effectiveness of the project in one of the communities. One interviewee 
reported that some people stopped attending workshops in her community 
because they ‘didn’t feel that they were heard or that it was progressing at the 
rate that they wanted it to progress, or going in the direction that they anticipated 
it would go in’. She explained that she ‘would have made much more of an effort 
to go (to the workshops) if I had felt that my voice made any difference’.  
 
These difficulties suggest that researchers and communities engaged in PAR 
and similar projects in rural areas need to be aware of a variety of issues and 
barriers that can affect the direction and outcome of initiatives that communities 
choose to focus on. One reason for these outcomes in this case was the pre-
existing formal and informal networks that existed between key stakeholders 
within one of the communities. These networks and alliances affected community 
perceptions of the project, especially about who controlled its agenda and what 
outcomes were expected. This latter difficulty is related to the issue of 
transferring involvement and learnings from a core group of participants to the 
wider community. These issues and barriers need to be dealt with in a proactive 
but sympathetic manner through strategies such as choosing local ‘champions’ 
carefully and personally approaching key stakeholders.  
 
 3.7.4 Psychological disempowerment 
 
Finally, a few participants indicated that they experienced various forms of 
psychological disempowerment at times: 
 
• A small number of participants experienced a lack of confidence to participate 
in project activities at times.  
• Some participants experienced frustration due to factors such as the confusion 
about the project, difficulties in attracting new people, or having a lack of time 
and capacity to participate. 
• An interviewee reported that some participants at a Stanthorpe workshop felt 
‘patronised’ because their high level of experience in facilitation was not 
recognised by one of the research team. This indicates the importance of 
knowing what skills and experience participants actually have and consulting 
them more widely about what roles they would like to take on in workshops. 
• A participant expressed concerns about the perceived value of her 
contribution as an unpaid volunteer, compared with those in paid community 
development roles. 
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3.8  Barriers and factors related to participation and empowerment 
 
Our analysis indicates that a wide range of issues and factors affected the level 
of community participation, empowerment and capacity building that occurred in 
the project. As well as the factors already identified in this report, such as the 
misunderstandings and confusion about the project experienced by some 
participants and a lack of relevance or interest, other important issues and factors 
identified by several participants were: 
 
• a lack of time and/or capacity to participate due to factors such as undertaking 
both paid work and substantial volunteer community work;  
• fear of computers and other technologies;  
• lack of access to, or limited experience with, technology;  
• divisions within the community; and 
• some new community members feeling that they were not part of the 
community. 
 
Other factors mentioned by a smaller number of participants included: 
 
• the distance required to travel to workshops and other activities, particularly in 
Tara; 
• the loss of key ‘champions’ in the community;  
• low literacy levels;  
• lack of IT training and support;  
• lack of confidence and experience with C&IT; and  
• the effect of natural disasters such as drought and bushfires. 
 
 
The limited resources available for the project was a further factor that affected 
the team’s ability to address some of the issues identified above. 
 
 
3.9  Broader impacts 
 
A number of broader impacts and outcomes of the LEARNERS project were 
identified, including: 
 
• formation of a Learning Community Project Group; 
• community capacity building; 
• the use of C&IT in community development;  
• identifying factors for the sustainability of C&IT initiatives; and 
• enhancing formal and informal leadership. 
 
We discuss some of the key issues, strategies and factors involved in acheiving 
and promoting these outcomes. 
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 3.9.1 Formation of a Learning Community Project Group 
 
The successful formation of an active group who were interested in developing 
Stanthorpe into a learning community was seen as a significant outcome of the 
project by seven of the nine interviewees or focus group participants (six women 
and one man) from Stanthorpe. Rosemary believed that the LEARNERS project 
had been the key factor in getting the Learning Community project ‘off the 
ground’, as it had previously been promoted by a community leader who had 
‘sold his enthusiasm to the Council’ but needed others to ‘help make his vision of 
a learning community a reality’. She reported that, following the first workshop at 
which the idea of the Learning Community project was strongly supported, the 
community and the Shire Council became much more aware of the concept of 
lifelong learning. As we indicated earlier, the Granite Belt Learning Community 
Project Group has continued to meet on a regular basis to plan and organise 
various events and activities that aim to progress the development of Stanthorpe 
as a learning community. 
 
However, our research findings suggested that some community members were 
more interested in other agendas and less interested in using computers and the 
Internet for lifelong learning purposes. This was seen as partly due to C&IT being 
of limited importance during the ‘hard times’ that Stanthorpe community members 
were going through. It was also clear that there were divisions and a lack of 
interaction among many small community groups. 
 
Our findings indicate that establishing a successful learning community requires 
recognition that it is not an entity that is uniform in composition, egalitarian and 
universal. Such a community is not necessarily totally inclusive and not all its 
members share the same goals. Rather it comprises different parts and networks, 
and its members have different goals, needs and levels of power. These 
characteristics mean that the way the community champion engages ‘the 
community’ is critical. We suggest that this person or group needs to:  
 
• develop goals in an inclusive way that takes divisions among people into 
account; 
• build on the goals of others; and 
• focus on community and economic development outcomes rather than on 
outcomes such as greater use of C&IT. 
 
 3.9.2 Community capacity building 
 
The extent of community capacity building achieved by the project was limited by 
the fairly low number of participants who were actively involved for the duration of 
the project and other factors and barriers to participation identified above. 
However, our analysis suggests that most participants, especially in Tara, 
experienced forms of empowerment that facilitated community capacity building. 
They used their new knowledge, skills and confidence in other contexts, 
especially those related to community development, to communication and 
networking, and to evaluating and reviewing community events. Indeed, while 
some problems remain, the Tara Shire website and other communication and 
information sharing methods used in the Shire were considered to have greatly 
improved. Skills and confidence in using email and other technologies were also 
considered to have increased significantly among the Tara participants. 
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Additionally, several active participants in both communities, particularly women, 
enhanced their leadership and communication skills and networking activities and 
obtained and shared valuable new information.  
 
The findings from our research suggest that community capacity building 
requires: 
 
• using effective methods to disseminate information, knowledge and skills from 
the project leaders or researchers to the core group of community leaders; 
• identifying where community capacity needs to be located and who needs to 
have this capacity; and 
• recognising that it might not be necessary to have everyone involved in all 
activities but rather that greater success might depend upon individual or 
group champions and/or leaders in strategic formal and informal positions 
within the community. 
 
 3.9.3 The use of C&IT in community development 
 
The participants appeared to have largely framed the LEARNERS process as 
‘community development’ rather than a process that might also have important 
outcomes for the economic sustainability and wellbeing of the community. In both 
communities, the project mostly involved people working in the community 
service or education and training sectors. There was limited involvement from the 
business sector and from people involved in natural resource management. In 
addition, most participants in both communities were relatively well-educated 
women who were already active in the community. This outcome is not 
unexpected, given the formal and informal leadership roles that women are 
playing in rural community development and in the uptake of new C&IT in rural 
areas (The Rural Women and ICTs Research Team, 1999). Further, people in 
community development positions were instrumental in the local communities 
and some difficulties were experienced by the Tara community when it lost its IT 
Support Officer.  
 
Our findings from the project indicate that to be effective, community 
development processes that use C&IT need to: 
 
• develop new networks and more effective communication among these 
networks and existing community groups; 
• provide access to useful information; 
• transfer learning from evaluations of C&IT initiatives to other domains; 
• use high quality social and technological infrastructure in order to discuss 
options for and about the future;  
• link C&IT resources and staffing to those for community development; and 
• to ask and answer questions about how ready the community is for using 
various types of technologies and for using C&IT for community development. 
Gaining this information requires identifying the skill levels of individuals and 
groups within the community, and their understanding of the various 
applications of C&IT. 
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 3.9.4 Sustainability of C&IT initiatives 
 
The sustainability of C&IT initiatives, especially those that could be used for 
community and economic development, was a central focus of the LEARNERS 
project and an issue of concern to both communities. Participants in both 
communities adopted the community understanding of sustainability. They 
stressed the growing importance of financial viability in a time of diminishing 
government assistance and the need for good quality support from IT specialists. 
They also required the C&IT initiatives to be relevant to the community. As one 
participant stated, sustainability means that the ‘project is ongoing and can 
sustain itself financially and continue to provide a service to the community’. 
Another participant argued that the initiative ‘must be of benefit to the community 
and continually grow and change with the community. To meet the shifting needs 
of individuals and groups they must be relevant and useful’. The project needs to 
‘not only [be] able to keep itself going but to be a growing entity’ as well.  
 
From this perspective, local needs and interests must be addressed and the 
community’s sustainability goals must be clear. This suggests that success in 
attaining these goals means that the community must have effective 
opportunities to be involved in deciding on the project(s) to be pursued and in 
evaluating them. Therefore, it is essential the community ‘owns’ the initiative 
(Hearn et al, 2004).  
 
This implies that, as a participant put it, ‘if you want your project to be in place for 
a long time you need to build some kind of sustainability into it’. For another 
participant, you need ‘a good plan [first] and checkpoints along the way’. This 
planning and these checkpoints contributed to participants’ assessment that the 
LEARNERS process had assisted them to identify useful strategies for achieving 
sustainable outcomes, including the potential for leveraging C&IT initiatives off 
government funding and empowering the local community.  
  
Adequate resourcing from sources like networking and partnerships with other 
key stakeholders including business, government, educational institutions and 
the non-profit sector is also necessary here. Yet such partnerships can take a 
long time to develop and involve some alignment with the aims and priorities of 
these stakeholders. As much as business needs to see that the use of C&IT will 
provide them with desired benefits it is necessary to find a ‘fit with government 
policies and procedures’ (Simpson, 2001, p.39). 
 
Employing skilled people such as C&IT specialists, business managers and/or 
project officers can help to minimise burnout and to make these assessments 
(Simpson and Hunter, 2001). In this sense, rural and regional communities need 
to combine top-down and bottom-up approaches (Colle, 2000) to leverage 
initiatives off government-funded technical and human infrastructure provision, 
and to build on local industry strengths. In relation to local industry, leveraging 
can be assisted by finding and using innovative and/or creative business models 
to capitalise on new opportunities for content and applications (Jenkins, 2000; 
Colle, 2000; Simpson, 2001) 
 
 3.9.5 Enhancing formal and informal leadership 
 
Several women and some men in Tara and Stanthorpe appeared to be 
exercising empowering or ‘transformational’ forms of leadership. Participants 
reported that women in both communities were taking important formal and 
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informal leadership roles in community development and capacity building 
activities. Women in positions such as school teachers and principals, secretaries 
and members of community development organisations, community development 
officers and Learning Centre coordinators were key champions of C&IT initiatives 
in these communities. Computer and Internet training courses in both 
communities were usually dominated by women, both as participants and as 
trainers. 
 
Some female interviewees and focus group participants saw women as more 
‘proactive’ than men, or thought they adopted a more ‘holistic’ perspective, given 
their multiple roles and their participation in numerous community organisations 
and groups. A young male participant from Tara suggested that women ‘bring the 
heart into the community again’, they ‘bring back that emotional intelligence ... 
that communities have been lacking’.  
 
A female participant in a Stanthorpe focus group described transformational 
leadership when asked what the term ‘leadership’ meant to her: 
 
A person who works with a group towards a common goal, assisting 
each individual to achieve to their full potential, to grow and develop 
whilst achieving a common goal. 
 
A further example of this form of leadership is the Granite Belt Community 
Network which was mentioned by several Stanthorpe participants, many of whom 
belonged to this group. The Network comprises mainly women involved in 
community development, health, welfare and educational services. The group 
met every quarter to network and share information and listen to guest speakers 
on topics of mutual interest. An open and inclusive approach was adopted in 
which any interested community member could participate in the network which 
has around seventy members and has successfully operated for ten years. 
 
As our analysis of the empowering effects of the project has indicated, several 
interviewees considered that their participation in the project had increased their 
leadership, communication and networking skills, or those of others. Examples of 
the very positive changes in two women participants are outlined below. 
 
Adele, an active Stanthorpe participant, reported a ‘tremendous’ increase in her 
own leadership, facilitation and communication skills, and considered those of 
others to have increased significantly. Adele believed that her participation in the 
project had produced ‘an incredible amount’ of empowerment and also increased 
her participation in different activities:   
 
Adele: ...it has off-spins because ... you get that confidence in that one 
area it has off-spins in different directions. You know, like in as a 
committee member now with (name of community organisation), we had 
our AGM last week and I was a totally different person a year ago. I was 
just a bystander, whereas this time I was a functioning member. 
 
June:  Yes… so you feel more able to speak out about issues and that 
sort of thing? 
 
Adele: Yeah, and that would not have happened except for what we’ve 
learned through the workshops... 
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Adele suggested that the evaluation planning workshops had helped the 
Stanthorpe group to use its resources more effectively. She also thought that the 
democratic decision-making process used in the evaluation planning workshops 
enabled more effective use of people’s communication skills: 
 
Within the confines of a really neutral diplomatic situation and I think 
because of that, it can make groups achieve so much more. You use 
your communication skills a lot better, you’re not spending, like with the 
brainstorming yesterday afternoon, now it was seven minutes, whereas 
a lot of groups without that tool could spend half an hour, two hours in 
going around and around in a circle, whereas it’s very efficient. The fact 
that whole process can work in different situations, but have the same 
outcome … yeah I really like it.  
 
Two Stanthorpe interviewees had noticed changes in Adele’s leadership and 
confidence. One commented that Adele ‘had really grown and expanded’ through 
her participation in the project. At the time of the interview Adele was aiming to 
take part in a leadership course for volunteers that she ‘wouldn’t have dreamed 
of doing’ twelve months before.  
 
Three interviewees from Tara observed that Glenda, an active participant who 
had been very quiet and uncertain at the beginning of the project, had increased 
her leadership skills and also her knowledge and skills in using advanced C&IT. 
They believed that this change could be attributed to the project and to other 
changes that had recently occurred in her life, such as taking on a part-time 
position as coordinator of a local learning centre and acting as a secretary to a 
key community group. Vivien commented that Glenda: 
 
… has all these skills there that are underestimated and being involved 
in more of a group project ... she actually has really come to the 
forefront. It’s quite interesting…. she was even saying yesterday that oh 
no no no, like with that whole leadership thing. You can have leaders 
that are very public and like (Steve) he’s a good motivational one. (name 
of man) the community capacity builder, he’s a bit quieter but he’s got 
that presence there that will actually help engage community, they’ll just 
come flocking to him. But (Glenda) also has that same leadership quality 
and it probably is that respect and trust must be all part of that whole 
leadership one and you don’t have to be a leader as in sitting up in the 
Mayor's chair...  
 
However, while other participants in Tara considered that Glenda was taking an 
important leadership role in the community, Glenda indicated that she felt more 
comfortable with a less prominent leadership position.   
 
These outcomes suggest that facilitating rural women’s social, technological, 
political and psychological empowerment is important to the success of future 
leadership and community capacity building programs, given their key roles in 
rural community development and C&IT projects, and the effectiveness of their 
networking and communication activities. However, there is a need to consider 
the fact that some women may not want to take on major leadership roles in 
communities. Other research also suggests that some rural women who adopt 
traditional roles do not want to be empowered (Lennie, 2001). 
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Our findings confirm the importance of transformational leadership in facilitating 
community capacity building and sustainable community development (Arches, 
1997; Wells & Tanner, 1994). They also add to the growing literature indicating 
the centrality of rural women in Queensland as drivers of community initiatives 
that use C&IT (Daws & Pini, 2001; Lennie, 2002a; The Rural Women and ICTs 
Research Team, 1999).  
 
 
 
3.10  Strengths and limitations of the LEARNERS process and project 
 
Our critical reflections on the project and the results of our analysis of the impacts 
of the project suggest that the LEARNERS process and the project activities had 
both strengths and limitations, which we have summarised in Table 5 below. 
 
 
Table 5: Strengths and limitations of the LEARNERS process and project 
 
Strengths Limitations 
Builds on the existing strengths and 
capacities in a community, including its 
skills, knowledge, social capital, and 
human and technological infrastructure.  
More time and resources were required 
to adequately identify the existing skills 
and knowledge of community members 
and to encourage their involvement. 
The process was effective in facilitating 
various degrees of empowerment and 
building capacities in participatory 
planning and evaluation. Participants 
transferred these skills to other contexts. 
The process had some unintended and 
disempowering impacts on participants 
which affected its success. Capacity 
building was limited to a small core group 
of participants in each community.   
The involvement of a broad diversity of 
community members and groups was 
encouraged. The process encouraged 
consideration of the needs of various 
groups, such as older and younger 
people, people in remote townships, and 
from non English speaking backgrounds. 
Obtaining ongoing participation and 
involvement from the whole diversity of 
community members and groups was 
problematic. The process attracted 
mainly women, people involved in 
community development and education, 
and reflective learners.  
The processes used were flexible, open 
and transparent and could be readily 
adapted to meet the needs of different 
community groups and projects. The 
participatory methods used in the project 
can be applied to other non-C&IT 
projects. 
The LEARNERS process was initially 
considered complex and confusing by 
many participants. In addition, a paradox 
of the process is that it is not 
interventionist enough. This can result in 
the agenda being dominated by particular 
community members and groups.  
Participants and stakeholders developed 
greater insight into the limits and 
opportunities of C&IT for rural community 
development and the level of community 
openness to involvement in new C&IT 
initiatives. 
Some community members indicated a 
limited interest in some C&IT initiatives. 
Along with other factors, this resulted in 
reduced IT support in one community. 
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Strengths Limitations 
The processes used in the project helped 
the community groups better develop and 
maintain a focus, define clearer 
objectives, and decide on priorities for 
action. The LEARNERS process 
provided a useful framework for 
evaluation, planning, needs and impact 
assessments and critical reflection. All 
input from participants was considered 
valuable. 
Participatory evaluation and PAR 
methods appear to fit better with some 
people’s values and needs than with 
others. Some participants preferred a 
more outcome-oriented process.  
 
The process helped community groups to 
maintain interest and motivation through 
the positive feedback and support from 
other interested community leaders and 
members and the research team. 
Planning, organising, conducting and 
evaluating project activities was time 
consuming. The process required a 
commitment to regularly participate in 
activities and develop new ideas for 
improving C&IT projects and generating 
community interest. There was some 
dependence on the research team to 
facilitate activities and encourage action.  
Conferencing technologies and email 
were effectively used in the project to 
critically reflect on the project and 
maintain communication. 
Poor quality technological infrastructure 
and lack of C&IT access in the 
communities affected participation and 
communication. 
The project’s rigorous ongoing evaluation 
process provided a strong test of theories 
about community empowerment, 
inclusion and participation and the role of 
C&IT in these processes. The use of 
gender analysis highlighted the important 
leadership roles of rural women. 
The funding, time and resources required 
to effectively undertake the ongoing 
evaluation and impact assessment 
process was limited. This created 
difficulties in effectively meeting all the 
project objectives and the deadlines that 
were set.  
The project generated good mutual 
learning and understanding for the 
community participants, industry partners 
and the research team. 
Only the participants and industry 
partners who were actively involved for 
the duration of the project developed new 
learnings and understanding. 
 
 
As this table suggests, the ideal of the LEARNERS process and the reality of 
implementing the process were somewhat different. Strategies for overcoming 
some of these limitations are presented in Chapter 5. 
 
In the next chapter we outline the process involved in redesigning the 
LEARNERS process in response to community feedback about the need for a 
simpler, more user-friendly version of the process. The online resource kit for 
evaluating community C&IT projects that we developed is described and we 
summarise community feedback on this kit. 
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 4 Development of the EvaluateIT resource kit 
 
 
4.1  Introduction 
 
Feedback from participants that they needed a simpler, easier to understand 
version of the LEARNERS process, and more case studies and examples, led 
the research team to redesign the process. The revised process was a simple 
four step evaluation process with key questions and a variety of other information 
and resources. This revised process became an online resource kit called 
‘EvaluateIT’ (see http://www.evaluateit.org). 
 
 
4.2  Development of the prototype kit 
 
The development of the EvaluateIT kit proceeded as follows: 
 
• A prototype kit was constructed, building on and simplifying the LEARNERS 
process, and was made available online in both webpage and printable 
formats. This prototype was completed in May 2004. 
• A questionnaire was designed to collect feedback quickly and efficiently, and a 
version of this questionnaire was included in the online version of the kit. 
Participants were also asked to consider a list of key focus group questions 
when they were reviewing the online kit prior to the workshops and focus 
groups. 
• Workshops and focus group discussions were conducted in Tara and 
Stanthorpe in June 2004 to obtain feedback on the kit. Additional workshops 
and focus group discussions were later held in Townsville and Charters 
Towers in July 2004 as part of a related pilot project with the State Library of 
Queensland. A total of twenty-seven people (twenty-two women and five men) 
participated in these workshops and focus groups, as shown in Table 6.  
• All participants and others interested in the kit were asked to complete and 
return the questionnaire and to make notes, based on the key focus group 
questions, as they reviewed the resource kit prior to the workshops.  
 
 
Table 6: Number and gender of participants at workshops and focus    
 groups on the EvaluateIT kit 
 
Gender 
Location 
Female Male 
Total 
Stanthorpe 6 0 6 
Tara 2 3 5 
Charters Towers 5 0 5 
Townsville 9 2 11 
Total 22 5 27 
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Community members who participated in the four workshops and focus groups 
included council staff, librarians from council libraries, library staff in schools, 
members of community support groups, staff from education centres, and senior 
citizens. They ranged in age, but the majority were women in the 40-59 age 
range working in government or local government departments or agencies. 
Partners from the Department of Family and Community Services and the State 
Library of Queensland participated in some workshops and focus groups. 
 
The evaluation workshops which were held immediately preceding the focus 
groups allowed each group to begin working through a participatory evaluation 
using the EvaluateIT kit. In Stanthorpe, the evaluation focused on the Stanthorpe 
Library website while the evaluation by the Tara group focussed on the Tara 
Shire Community website. In Charters Towers and Townsville, the evaluations 
focused on an Internet training course conducted as part of the BHP-Billiton 
Skills.net Roadshow Queensland program. 
 
The focus groups allowed participants to give feedback on how accessible they 
found the kit, and how useful and practical it was for planning an evaluation 
together. Twenty-three respondents returned completed questionnaires about 
access to the kit and its contents. 
 
 
4.3  Results of the focus group research 
 
In general, the findings from both the focus groups and questionnaires resulted in 
very positive responses on the use of the kit for undertaking evaluations of 
community C&IT projects, and on the design, content and application of the kit. 
The EvaluateIT process was considered simple and easy to understand for 
people without significant evaluation experience, and it was seen as being both 
inclusive and flexible. The resource kit was generally considered to be a very 
useful, well-designed, user-friendly and adaptable resource that could be used to 
evaluate IT training programs, review community websites, train facilitators, and 
evaluate other community-based projects, both large and small.  
 
It was seen as an excellent way to keep an evaluation focused on community 
outcomes in a way that encourages and enables broad community participation 
while remaining effective and efficient. It was noted that it was generic enough to 
be used for a wide range of community projects, not just IT projects, and that it 
could be used to provide accountability to funding bodies for such projects. 
 
The following is a summary of the main comments on the kit from focus group 
participants 
 
On the kit generally: 
 
Congratulations on the development of the kit - it is excellent, 
uncluttered and downloads quickly. 
 
The kit is comprehensive without being overwhelming, providing a 
structured plan to clarify what matters should be considered. 
 
Reading all parts of the kit enabled a more comprehensive 
understanding of what the evaluation process was about.  
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It’s a very adaptable resource - it could be used to evaluate a range of 
projects by a range of groups. 
 
It was a clear step-by-step process, very easy to use, even by groups 
without formal evaluation experience.  
 
The graphics and colours are very appealing and useful for identifying 
quickly which step of the process you’re on.  
 
The kit makes good use of language and the absence of jargon and 
academic terms was appreciated. 
 
It provided a structured, specific plan, so people knew what to consider.  
 
 
On the resources included in the kit: 
 
The steps and questions helped the group to focus and move along. 
The specific questions were useful for prompting the discussion. 
 
The case study was wonderful as a starting point and it was valuable to 
read about a practical application of the process. 
 
The ‘More help with these questions’ section was very valuable. 
 
The ‘Suggested ways of using the kit’ page was most helpful in providing 
information on applying these skills to obtain a result, particularly the 
information about organising and conducting workshops.  
 
The Resources and Glossary pages were very helpful with links to 
definitions and further tools. 
 
It’s useful to have the printable version in both Word and PDF formats to 
enable a more detailed reading of the resource. 
 
 
Suggestions for improvement included providing a wider range of examples of 
how the kit could be used and linking these to the home page, as well as making 
entry into the EvaluateIT process more self-evident for those not familiar with 
participatory evaluation processes. 
 
Recommendations for promoting awareness and use of the kit in rural and 
regional communities included suggestions for dissemination. They also 
acknowledged the challenge of getting groups to use it, particularly where there 
was little awareness of participatory evaluation processes, and strongly 
recommended that measures be taken to demonstrate personally to key 
community members how the kit could be used to benefit their projects. 
Suggestions for promoting the kit included: 
 
• Awareness can be promoted by using a range of methods such as word-of-
mouth, brochures and electronic fliers, press releases to newspapers and 
radio, and notices on community email lists 
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• Local awareness of the kit needs to be generated through a community 
workshop. ‘Hand-holding’ may be necessary to promote the kit and encourage 
groups to use it.  
• The fact that the EvaluateIT process is transferable to evaluations of non-IT 
projects should be emphasized 
• Testimonials from groups that use the kit and endorsement by government 
agencies should be obtained to give it credibility 
• Many organisations could be asked to promote the kit at specific events. 
 
 
4.4  Contents of the revised EvaluateIT kit 
 
Once revisions to the prototype kit had been made, the kit contained the following 
elements: 
 
• A home page with links to the four EvaluateIT steps: (1) Plan the review, (2) 
Involve people in the review, (3) Do the review, (4) Review results and make 
the changes. 
• Key questions for each step. 
• Links to a ‘More help with these questions’ page. 
• Information about ways of using the kit with community groups. 
• A comprehensive case study of the whole evaluation cycle, based on some of 
the results from the LEARNERS project. 
• Three short case studies which describe hypothetical evaluations of the BHP-
Billiton IT training courses, a LNQ centre, and an Indigenous students’ email 
discussion list. 
• Links to other electronic resources including toolkits, information on evaluation 
methods, community development and community IT, and relevant QUT 
publications. 
• Links from key terms to a glossary providing simple definitions of the major 
processes, concepts and terms used in the kit. 
• Information on the LEARNERS project and the project involving the State 
Library of Queensland and links to industry partner websites. 
• QUT contact information. 
• An online feedback form. 
• A printable version of the whole kit in PDF and Word formats. 
 
A copy of the home page of the final version of the EvaluateIT kit is shown in 
Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: The EvaluateIT home page 
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4.5  Dissemination and launch of the kit 
 
The dissemination and promotion of the kit involved the following activities: 
 
• Information on the EvaluateIT kit was sent to members of the learners email 
list (including industry partners) and to other interested people in government 
and QUT. 
• A flier was prepared to include at launchings of the kit and to distribute at other 
community events where potential users of the kit could be expected to attend.  
• At the suggestion of community participants in Stanthorpe, a regional launch 
of the kit was conducted by well-known identity, Noel Whittaker, as part of the 
launch of Queensland Adult Learners Week in Stanthorpe on 1 September 
2004.  
• A national launch of the EvaluateIT kit was later conducted at the Community 
Web Workers Conference in Sydney on 8 November 2004 by Susan Goff, Co-
Director of the Cultureshift Cooperative and, until recently, a Board Member of 
the Australasian Evaluation Society. Susan described the kit as ‘a publicly 
created and endorsed opportunity for ongoing self-determined development 
using some of the best thinking skills available. She considered that the kit 
manifested values that are ‘the building blocks of sustainability’. Her powerful 
and insightful speech at this launch is located in Appendix 2.  
• A workshop on the kit was conducted during the above conference which 
attracted 15 participants from a range of not for profit organisations.  
• A media release on the kit was sent to national and regional newspapers in 
Australia. 
 
Future activities that are planned include: 
 
• A workshop on the EvaluateIT kit which will be conducted by the State Library 
of Queensland with support from the QUT team on 1 December 2004. 
• Promoting the kit to community and government organisations via a range of 
mediums, including email lists, websites and newsletters. 
• Undertaking further development of the kit to increase its interactivity, by for 
example, adding an online forum. 
• Making a presentation on the kit to the International Conference on Engaging 
Communities to be held in Brisbane in August 2005. 
 
 
4.6  Summary 
 
The EvaluateIT kit was seen as a very accessible evaluation model and process 
that can enable effective identification and assessment of the impacts and effects 
of community C&IT projects such as websites, email discussion lists and Internet 
training courses. It was considered to be an excellent means of keeping an 
evaluation focused on community outcomes in a way that encourages and 
enables broad community participation while remaining effective and efficient. 
The resource kit was considered generic enough to be used for a wide range of 
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community projects, not just IT projects, and could be used to provide 
accountability to funding bodies for such projects.  
 
Promotional materials were prepared and distributed and the kit was launched at 
two key events involving community organisations. Depending on further funding 
and support, future activities that are planned include increasing the interactivity 
of the kit and promoting the kit more widely to community and government 
organisations. 
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 5 Critical success strategies for PAR and community C&IT projects 
 
 
Our analysis and findings from the LEARNERS project lead us to consider the 
principles or strategies that communities and researchers might adopt to 
successfully conduct and evaluate PAR and C&IT initiatives for sustainable 
development, particularly in rural, regional and remote areas. We also consider 
key learnings from the project for other researchers and government workers. 
They provide further strategies for successful PAR and capacity building projects.  
 
 
5.1  Principles and strategies for PAR and C&IT projects 
 
We identified the following principles and strategies for successfully conducting 
and evaluating PAR and community C&IT projects in rural and regional 
communities. 
 
 
1. Carefully and critically reviewing the assumptions of researchers,  
 participants and the people and organisations they are collaborating with. 
 
In particular it is essential to consider suppositions about: 
 
• the amount of time that participants may need to engage in project activities; 
• the level of resources required for researchers and communities to complete 
activities effectively (eg. financial, staff, infrastructure, etc); 
• the positive and negative effects of volunteering, especially in rural and remote 
locations; and 
• the agendas and goals of community participants, researchers and 
collaborating partners, which could be quite different. 
 
Consideration of these issues is essential when collaborating with communities 
that are small, isolated and disadvantaged. For example, in such communities 
there may be limited resources and the pool of volunteers might be small, 
resulting in volunteer burnout and the potential for well meaning advocates to 
take over the local project agenda with other, alternative agendas. There is a 
danger that this situation could be compounded when many participants are time-
poor and thus have a limited capacity to challenge others to ensure that as many 
community members’ needs are considered adequately.   
 
 
2. Challenging the idealism that sometimes exists in PAR projects.  
 
Such idealism could be related to certain beliefs, including that: 
 
• there is a widespread desire for participation within a community; 
• participation will lead to empowerment; 
• consensus can be achieved within that community, and between participants 
and researchers; and 
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• all community members are equal, especially in relation to their capacity and 
power to be heard and to influence the direction of the project.  
 
A community does not necessarily conform to the ideal that it is a cooperative, 
caring, and inclusive entity. Rather, various individuals and groups within that 
community can exercise power to the extent that they can control the 
community’s agenda resulting in only a small number of community members 
gaining ownership of the project and its outcomes. This lack of ownership and 
control significantly reduces the likelihood that community capacity will be built 
and that sustainable community development will occur.   
 
 
3. Considering the choice of local champions carefully. 
 
The principles and strategies outlined above imply that while it is necessary for 
researchers to identify and involve local champions in projects, they need to 
choose them carefully. This can assist in: 
 
• ensuring better resourcing of the initiatives that communities choose; 
• reducing the likelihood of volunteer burnout; 
• enhancing participation in the project and its level of inclusion; 
• circumventing powerful individuals and groups gaining control of the agenda; 
and 
• preventing well-meaning champions from taking over the project with a 
different agenda. 
 
The ideal local champion or project leader needs to: 
 
• believe that capacity building processes such as the LEARNERS process can 
help address their strategic needs; 
• be committed to their community and to using empowering, capacity building 
processes; 
• have sufficient time, resources and support to implement these processes 
effectively; 
• have good networks and networking and communication skills; and  
• have the ability to explain or ‘translate’ capacity building processes to a variety 
of community groups and individuals. 
 
 
4. Identifying or finding key community members and leaders with an  
 interest in the project and personally inviting them to participate.  
 
This strategy is related to those identified above and will assist researchers in: 
 
• not relying on the champion to choose all of the participants; and 
• working with existing local leaders thereby enhancing the credibility of the 
project within government, community and business organisations.  
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Nonetheless, achieving these outcomes requires the project to be adequately 
resourced. 
 
 
5. Identifying relevant skills and roles participants want to undertake. 
 
People in rural and regional communities have a wide diversity of existing skills, 
knowledge and experience in areas such as planning, organising, facilitation, 
communication and evaluation. It is important to identify and validate the 
particular skills and capacities of participants and to consult them about the type 
of roles they would like to undertake in evaluations and capacity building 
programs. 
 
 
6. Building on existing local projects. 
 
Given the often limited funding and resources available for community capacity 
building projects, it is often useful to build on other related projects in rural 
communities. This could include: 
 
• inviting leaders of related projects to facilitate workshops or focus groups; 
• drawing on findings from other community surveys or evaluations; 
• publicising activities through other community projects and events; and 
• holding activities in collaboration with other projects or community events to 
make effective use of time and resources. 
 
However, care needs to be taken so that confusion about different community 
projects does not arise. 
 
 
7. Developing a plan to maintain momentum when projects go wrong.  
 
Both researchers and participants need to recognise that things can go wrong in 
PAR projects and that they need to have a plan to maintain momentum when 
such events occur. Examples of these events are a technique not working, an 
anticipated outcome not eventuating, a negative evaluation, and the effects of 
natural disasters such as bushfires or drought. Strategies that might be useful 
here include: 
 
• getting the timing of key project events right; 
• building on existing local activities and networks, including everyday events; 
• conducting activities between key local events; 
• developing an open and caring relationship between researchers and 
participants, and among participants which is based on trust and open 
communication; 
• regularly reviewing goals and outcomes; and 
• community groups employing key staff such as community development 
officers and information technology specialists to assist with project activities. 
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8. Making effective use of C&IT in action research projects. 
 
In working with rural, remote and regional communities, questions could arise 
about whether projects that focus on C&IT can be effectively conducted at a 
distance. The findings from the LEARNERS project indicate that a period of 
prolonged face-to-face contact is required before significant activities can be 
successfully conducted at a distance. However, once relationships have been 
successfully built through face to face communication, project activities with rural 
participants need to make effective use of C&IT. A good example here is 
researchers and participants using email to keep in contact with each other, to 
organise project activities, and to obtain feedback on activities. A further example 
is the LEARNERS project’s successful use of conferencing technology to conduct 
critical reflection workshops involving all of the communities and stakeholders 
involved in the project. 
 
 
9. Actively involving people in the project with technical capability, or who  
 have access to C&IT resources and take responsibility in this area. 
 
This strategy is important to making the most effective use of C&IT and the C&IT 
resources of communities and partners in the project. 
 
 
10. Ensuring that the technologies chosen are relevant to the needs,  
 interests and goals of the participants. 
 
This strategy is necessary if technology is integral to the project. However, those 
community members without effective access to C&IT need to be considered. 
 
 
11. Providing a very clear initial explanation of the project.  
 
For learning to occur and anticipated outcomes to be achieved it is essential for 
researchers to ensure that their initial explanation of the project is very clear to 
participants. A key message from community participants in the LEARNERS 
project was that this explanation be kept simple and free from jargon. Yet 
researchers need to be mindful that those with more extensive prior knowledge of 
the methodology, terms and processes being used are considered. Further 
strategies that can be drawn from our research are: 
 
• framing the project so that it is meaningful for the communities involved; 
• ensuring that both the researchers’ and the community’s goals are clear; and 
• using language that is appropriate for the various groups involved, while being 
mindful of the tension between those with skills and knowledge related to the 
project and those without skills and knowledge. 
 
 
12. Achieving clarity about what researchers and participants mean by  
 sustainability.  
 
It is essential that researchers and participants are clear about what they mean 
by sustainability. This clarity must encompass what is to be sustainable. For 
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instance, is the focus on C&IT specifically? Is it on community development? 
Does it relate to a wider process or does it compass C&IT, community 
development and the wider process?  
 
• In addition to the issue of clarity, factors in achieving sustainable C&IT 
initiatives for community development include: 
• leveraging micro-business enterprise development off government-funded 
technical and human infrastructure provision;  
• building on local industry strengths;  
• learning from global experiences whilst building on local assets;  
• finding innovative business models to capitalise on new opportunities for 
content and applications; 
• ensuring community involvement in deciding, planning and evaluating 
projects; and 
• adopting a learning approach through cycles of evaluation based on action 
research (Hearn et al, 2004).    
 
 
5.2  Learnings for researchers and government workers 
 
In addition to the principles and strategies identified above, we have identified 
significant learnings from the project for other researchers and government 
workers involved in PAR and capacity building projects. They provide some 
additional strategies for successful projects. 
 
Considering the macro and micro contexts of projects: It is useful to consider 
the macro and micro contexts of PAR and capacity building projects (Lennie, 
2002b). This can increase awareness of important contextual issues that can 
affect the implementation of these projects in rural and regional communities. 
These issues include volunteer burnout, divisions between community groups, 
poor quality telecommunications services and limited community access to C&IT.   
 
Developing strategies for more wide-spread adoption and use of C&IT:  A 
related issue is that more wide-spread adoption and use of C&IT such as email 
and the Internet is required before these technologies can be effectively used in 
capacity building and community development projects. This requires awareness-
raising programs, better telecommunications infrastructure and training, and 
ongoing support that meets community needs. Lessons from computer and 
Internet training programs that have effectively met community needs can be 
drawn on here. Examples of successful Queensland programs are the BHP 
Billiton Skills.net program conducted by the State Library of Queensland and the 
BridgIT project conducted by the Queensland Rural Women’s Network (Daws 
and Pini, 2001)  
 
Taking gender and diversity issues into account: While issues related to 
gender and power need to be taken into account in PAR and capacity building 
programs, gender issues are not always considered significant in conservative 
rural communities. Other issues may take a higher priority, particularly in times of 
hardship. It is also possible that capacity building projects which target groups 
such as rural women may have unintended outcomes such as increasing their 
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already significant volunteer work and community commitments. Successful 
capacity building projects are those that are inclusive of the whole diversity of 
people in a rural community, including women and men, younger and older 
people, indigenous people, and people from various community sectors. As this 
report has highlighted, achieving this diversity can be difficult. This indicates that 
strategies are needed to encourage a broader diversity of people, including men, 
to play a greater role in rural community development projects and to use C&IT in 
these projects. However, the likelihood that participatory processes may better 
meet the needs of women than some rural men should be taken into account. 
 
Recognising and supporting the informal leadership of rural women: There 
is a need to give greater recognition and support to the important informal 
leadership practices of rural women in community development and social capital 
building. These practices include the development of trust and good relationships 
and engaging in networking with a diversity of community members and groups 
within and outside the community. Women in both paid and unpaid positions are 
making effective contributions to the sustainability of their communities that need 
to be more widely recognised and validated.   
 
Effectively managing and conducting PAR projects: Effectively managing and 
conducting PAR and capacity building projects requires a wide range of skills, 
knowledge and abilities. They include high level facilitation and communication 
skills; and the ability to translate key concepts into everyday language and 
simple, practical examples, and to make activities interesting and meaningful to a 
diverse range of people. Facilitators also need to actively listen to and hear 
participants’ issues and concerns and to take their needs into account. While the 
use of academic or bureaucratic language should generally be avoided, it is 
important to recognise that some community members are familiar with such 
terms and may feel patronised if the language used is too simple. Project leaders 
also require an awareness that PAR and evaluations are political processes 
which can have unintended or negative impacts and must therefore be managed 
and reported carefully and sensitively. 
 
Demystifying concepts such as ‘evaluation’: A related learning is that 
concepts such as ‘evaluation’ and ‘community capacity building’ need to be 
demystified before programs are likely to be successful. Some community 
participants may feel threatened by the idea of conducting an evaluation of their 
project, particularly if it impacts on their future employment. The LEARNERS 
project sought to position evaluation as an ongoing learning process that is built 
into projects. However, it was clear that some participants saw it as a more 
judgemental activity that could highlight shortcomings in their projects, rather 
than as a means of identifying strategies to better meet community goals and 
needs. 
 
Actively participating in community activities: Effective relationships with 
participants need to be developed, based on trust and open communication. This 
requires the active participation of researchers and government workers in 
activities such as community workshops, email discussion lists and 
teleconferences. This can result in mutual understanding about key issues of 
community concern and shared learnings about the community and broader 
government policies that may be impacting on the community.  
 
Making more effective use of time: Successfully conducting PAR and capacity 
building projects can require significant time, energy and resources which may 
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not always be available. However, using certain participatory planning and 
decision-making processes can make more effective use of the time available. 
Examples of such processes include brainstorming techniques, democratic voting 
on key strategies for action and improvement, and asking key participants to 
analyse evaluation data and prepare summaries prior to holding workshops. 
Email can also be effectively used to plan project activities and rapidly gather 
feedback on issues. 
 
Identifying resources to implement strategies for action:  As well as building 
skills in planning and evaluation, capacity building and evaluation projects also 
need to assist community members to identify funding and resources to 
implement strategies for improvement and action identified by community 
members.  
 
 
5.3  Summary 
 
From our experiences and the findings of the LEARNERS project, we identified a 
number of principles and critical success strategies for undertaking PAR, C&IT 
and community capacity building projects in rural and regional communities. 
These principles and strategies are: 
 
• carefully and critically reviewing the assumptions of researchers, participants 
and the people and organisations they are collaborating with; 
• challenging the idealism that sometimes exists in PAR projects; 
• considering the choice of local champions carefully; 
• identifying or finding key community members and leaders with an interest in 
the project and personally inviting them to participate; 
• identifying relevant skills and the roles that participants want to undertake; 
• building on existing local projects; 
• developing a plan to maintain momentum when projects go wrong; 
• making effective use of C&IT in action research projects; 
• actively involving people in the project with technical capability, or who have 
access to C&IT resources and take responsibility in this area; 
• ensuring that the technologies chosen are relevant to the needs, interests and 
goals of the participants; 
• providing a very clear initial explanation of the project; and  
• achieving clarity about what researchers and participants mean by 
sustainability.  
 
We also summarised some of the significant learnings from the project for other 
researchers and government workers involved in PAR and capacity building 
projects: 
 
• considering the macro and micro contexts of projects; 
• developing strategies for more wide-spread adoption and use of C&IT; 
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• taking gender and diversity issues into account; 
• recognising and supporting the informal leadership of rural women; 
• effectively managing and conducting PAR projects; 
• demystifying concepts such as ‘evaluation’; 
• actively participating in community activities; 
• making more effective use of time; and 
• identifying resources to implement strategies for action. 
 
In the final chapter of this report we present our main findings and conclusions 
about the outcomes of the project and make a number of recommendations for 
future research and capacity building programs. 
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 6 Conclusions and recommendations 
 
 
6.1  Conclusions 
 
Outcomes of the rigorous evaluation of the trial of the LEARNERS process and 
the various project activities suggest that the objectives of the project were 
generally met very well. It also indicated that the participatory methodologies and 
methods used in the project were often very effective and appropriate. However, 
some limitations as well as strengths of the LEARNERS process and the project 
were identified. Limitations included the difficulty of obtaining ongoing 
participation; the extensive time required to plan, organise and conduct activities; 
and the lack of C&IT access in the communities which affected participation and 
communication. Strengths included the flexible, open and inclusive nature of the 
processes used in the project; the mutual learnings that were developed; the 
empowering impacts of the project, and the effectiveness of the processes used 
in enhancing the sustainability of C&IT projects.  
 
Outcomes and impacts of the project were particularly positive in the Tara Shire, 
which was considered to be a disadvantaged community. Our analysis shows 
that the project’s aim of facilitating participation, empowerment and capacity 
building in planning and evaluation was met, to varying degrees, for those who 
participated in the project over its duration. Participants in both communities were 
found to have experienced the four forms of empowerment used in the analysis: 
social, technological, political and psychological, to different degrees. However, 
some negative and disempowering impacts and effects were also experienced. 
They included initial misunderstandings and confusion about the project, 
problems with using technology to communicate, and frustration due to factors 
such as a having a lack of time and capacity to participate. A complex range of 
issues and barriers related to community participation, empowerment and 
capacity building were identified. Many of these barriers have been identified in 
similar projects (Boyce, 2001; Lennie, 2001, 2002b, The Rural Women and ICTs 
Research Team, 1999; Scott et al, 1997).  
 
The extent of community capacity building achieved by the project was 
somewhat limited due to the fairly low number of participants who were actively 
involved in the whole project, and other factors and barriers. In both participating 
communities, higher numbers of women took part in the project, many of them 
working in the fields of community development and education and training. 
However, the feedback we obtained suggested that various ripple effects of this 
capacity building were experienced. They included using the skills developed in 
the project in other community contexts and making greater use of C&IT for 
communication and networking.  
 
Most of the core group participants had a high to moderate level of existing skills, 
experience and knowledge in areas related to the project. However, most of 
these participants increased their knowledge and understanding of participatory 
planning and evaluation. They also gained new knowledge and ideas about C&IT 
and strategies for improving local C&IT initiatives and making them more 
sustainable. Several participants and some community organisations made new 
or greater use of technologies such as email for community development, 
communication and networking purposes, particularly in Tara. While some 
problems remain, the Tara Shire website and other communication and 
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information sharing methods in the Shire were considered to have improved 
considerably. Skills and confidence in using email and other technologies were 
also considered to have increased significantly among the Tara participants.  
 
Many core group members, particularly in Tara, applied the skills, knowledge and 
confidence which they developed to other contexts, such as community and 
economic development activities, and the review of other community initiatives 
and events. Several active participants in both communities, particularly women, 
enhanced their leadership and networking activities and obtained and shared 
valuable new information. Some participants and industry partners also gained a 
broader or different perspective on the communities and a better understanding 
of their issues of concern. While there was some confusion about the 
LEARNERS process and the purpose of the project in its early stages, the 
workshops enabled community members to give voice to key issues of concern 
or interest related to communication, lifelong learning and C&IT access and use. 
The formation of the successful Learning Community group in Stanthorpe was 
seen as a key outcome of the project in this area. 
 
Our analysis of the impacts of the LEARNERS project highlights the complex and 
contradictory outcomes of PAR projects involving diverse community participants, 
and government and academic stakeholders with different agendas, needs and 
goals and the problem of translating theories to practice. As one Stanthorpe 
participant suggested when she commented on this report: 
 
I think that where it highlighted the complexity of the issues and the 
difficulty that arose around competing agendas was especially relevant. 
It has brought to light so many of the problems we encounter everyday 
from another perspective. There is always the difficulty of putting theory 
into practice and so many variables to consider. Even more so when 
distance is an issue. I think under the circumstances we have seen 
some very tangible results. (email, 27 October 2004) 
 
Using a model of empowerment/disempowerment that takes social, 
technological, political and psychological forms of power into account was 
valuable in critically assessing the impacts of the project. Our analysis 
demonstrates the need for community capacity building projects to encourage an 
increase in each of these inter-related forms of power. Given the growing 
importance of information literacy and the effective access to and use of email 
and the Internet in rural community development, increasing the technological 
empowerment of community members is a particularly important goal.  
 
Outcomes of the project further confirm the importance of empowering forms of 
leadership to successful community capacity building and sustainable 
development. The collaborative and networking skills associated with 
transformational leadership have been identified as a significant factor in 
sustainable community development. (Arches, 1997; Wells and Tanner, 1994). 
Findings from this project suggest that facilitating rural women’s social, 
technological political and psychological empowerment is important to the 
success of future capacity building programs, given their key leadership roles in 
community development, C&IT projects, and in the uptake of new C&IT, and the 
effectiveness of their networking and communication activities.  
 
Feedback on the need for a simpler and easier to understand version of the 
LEARNERS process was taken into account in developing the EvaluateIT 
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resource kit, which received very positive comments from community participants 
and industry partners. Use of this kit is expected to assist in continuing to build 
community capacities in planning and evaluating a wide range of projects and 
initiatives in rural and regional communities. 
 
Outcomes of other research suggest that capacity building, skills training and 
mentoring can strengthen the link between participation, empowerment and 
sustainability (Lyons, Smuts & Stephens, 2001). A number of contextual factors 
are also crucial to the sustainability of community development projects, including 
local politics and the community structure (Lyons et al., 2001). As the findings of 
the LEARNERS project demonstrate, there are many complex issues and 
barriers that need to be addressed to more effectively facilitate community 
participation, empowerment and capacity building to enhance the sustainability of 
rural communities. We hope that the principles and strategies suggested in this 
report can assist researchers, government workers and communities to plan and 
conduct more effective ongoing evaluations of C&IT initiatives that will contribute 
to increasing both the sustainability of these initiatives and rural communities. 
 
 
6.2  Recommendations 
 
A number of recommendations for further research and community capacity 
building programs can be drawn from the outcomes of the LEARNERS project. 
These recommendations come from the LEARNERS project research team and 
are not directed at any particular industry partner in the LEARNERS project.  
 
1. Research be undertaken to develop and evaluate strategies for increasing 
and broadening participation in the evaluation of C&IT projects from core 
groups to others in the community. Such research could consider the 
application of knowledge and skills to other issues and/or other contexts such 
as natural resource management. 
 
2. Research be conducted into the development, and the use and effectiveness 
of C&IT tools in the evaluation process. This could include further 
development of the EvaluateIT resource kit by increasing its interactivity. 
 
3. Further research be conducted into how evaluation can be effectively 
embedded in all C&IT projects. Such evaluations are especially necessary for 
projects that aim to promote sustainable community development and 
community capacity building. The LEARNERS process could be used in this 
research. 
 
4. Further research be undertaken into the use of the concept ‘learning 
communities’ in framing research. This research could further explore the link 
between learning communities, sustainable community development, and the 
role of C&IT.  
 
5. Research be conducted to develop better strategies for encouraging 
community members in rural and regional communities to access C&IT for 
the direct delivery of government services. This research could consider what 
mix of face to face communication and C&IT would best meet community 
needs and what technologies would be most appropriate for different areas of 
service delivery and different target groups. 
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6. Further research be undertaken on the formal and informal leadership of rural 
women in relation to community C&IT initiatives. This research could explore 
the potential link between the sustainability and success of these initiatives 
and the leadership styles adopted. 
 
7. Policies and programs that support women (particularly in rural and remote 
areas) to enhance their leadership skills, including leadership related to C&IT 
projects, be continued and extended. This could include programs for women 
in community and economic development and information technology 
development officer positions within government. Specific support would need 
to be provided for women working in not-for-profit community groups and 
organisations in voluntary capacities. Leadership programs could include 
workshops on the evaluation of community projects, using the EvaluateIT kit 
to develop knowledge and skills.  
 
8. Funding and in-kind support be provided for specific programs or workshops 
that enable people working in not-for-profit community groups and 
organisations to increase their skills and knowledge in evaluating community 
initiatives, including C&IT initiatives such as websites. The EvaluateIT kit 
could be used in these programs.  
 
9. Funding and in-kind support be provided to enable further publicity and 
promotion of the EvaluateIT kit to appropriate staff in organisations such as 
Shire Councils, schools, libraries and not-for-profit community organisations 
and groups in rural, regional and remote areas. 
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 Appendix 1: Sources of data used in the analysis of project impacts 
 
 
 
Analysis of the impacts of the LEARNERS project drew on multiple sources of qualitative 
and quantitative data. This included responses in workshop feedback questionnaires, 
transcripts of interviews and focus group discussions, notes from critical reflection 
workshops, email messages, and entries in a fieldwork diary. 
 
 
Feedback questionnaires  
 
Relevant qualitative and quantitative data collected via feedback questionnaires 
completed at two workshops in Stanthorpe and two workshops in Tara during 2002-2003 
was analysed. Table A1 details the number and gender of participants who completed 
these questionnaires.  
 
Gender 
Place and date of workshop 
Female Male 
Total 
Stanthorpe 
August 2002 9 3 12 
October 2002 14 4 18 
Tara 
July 2002 13 6 19 
March 2003 5 4 9 
 
Table A1: Number and gender of participants who completed questionnaires  
 at key workshops in Stanthorpe and Tara  
 
 
The analysis also drew on questionnaires about project impacts completed by four 
industry partners in July 2004. 
 
 
Interviews and focus group discussions 
 
The main source of data used in the analysis was obtained from transcripts of interviews 
and focus group discussions. Individual in-depth interviews were conducted face to face in 
May 2003 with four participants in Stanthorpe (all women). Interviews were also 
conducted, both face to face and by telephone, with seven participants in Tara Shire (five 
women and two men) in September 2003. All of the interviews in Stanthorpe and six 
interviews in Tara were conducted by June Lennie. Greg Hearn and other team members 
conducted an interview in Tara with a woman who participated in the first workshop only. 
This interview was conducted in lieu of a planned focus group. 
 
Two focus group discussions about the local community and the project were conducted 
in Stanthorpe in May 2003 and one focus group was conducted in Tara in September 
2003. The first focus group in Stanthorpe involved six women who were core group 
members and the second focus group involved two women and two men who had a very 
low level of involvement in the project. The focus group in Tara involved four women and 
two men who were core group members. 
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Feedback on the EvaluateIT kit, obtained at focus group discussions in Stanthorpe and 
Tara in June 2004, was also drawn on in the analysis. 
 
 
Critical reflection workshops 
 
Data on project impacts was also obtained from three critical reflection workshops 
involving core group participants from both communities held in December 2002, 
November 2003 and August 2004.  
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 Appendix 2: Speech given at the launch of the EvaluateIT kit 
 
 
 
The following speech was given by Susan Goff, on 8 November 2004 at the Community 
Web Workers Conference held at the University of Technology Sydney. We have included 
it here with Susan’s permission. 
 
 
Thank you for inviting me to launch this wonderful Kit.  
 
The more I work in the field of participatory evaluation the more I see any action or entity 
as ‘values in action’. I wonder if you have also experienced this shift in framing in your 
areas of community and information technology development. 
 
The collaboration between the Queensland University of Technology’s LEARNERS 
project and the State Library of Queensland has carried out a research action which 
produced the virtual entity of the EvaluateIT Kit. When seen as ‘values in action’, the 
collaboration, the research actions its members took, and the kit signify the value 
positions of many groups of people sharing a unique opportunity to use them in serving 
their own and each others’ interests.  
 
At this moment of launching the Kit, I want to honour their work by celebrating their ethical 
intelligence and their practical artistry. The Kit is not just a kit. It is like the heart of a living 
organism drawing in the life blood of a community through the vein of information literacy, 
imbuing it with energy and then sending it back out into a healthier body. Just quietly it is a 
regenerative mechanism and as such is strongly aligned with our quest for socio-
ecological sustainability. From my perspective, the Kit manifests such values as 
inclusivity, resource efficiency, restraint, transparency and respect - all values that are the 
building blocks of sustainability. Let me dwell on these accomplishments for a minute 
because they do not come about easily. I see the value of  
 
• inclusivity, in the invitations to the lay community, educators, librarians and 
researchers to review an earlier model and advise on questions of accessibility in 
particular;  
• resource efficiency, in the decision to create a toolkit rather than say, a training 
manual and in designing electronic and manual formats with easy layout, and smooth 
access routes to essential evaluation activities;  
• restraint, in the deftly drawn boundary between essential evaluation tasks and the 
springboard into the important complexities that such tasks illuminate should 
participants wish to go there; 
• transparency, in the decision to integrate community and policy needs so that 
governance and community life with respect to information literacy, travel with the 
benefit of each other’s wisdom; 
• respect, in assuming that critical thought is not an academically elite skill, but 
something that is native to us all.  
 
I would like to turn now to the research strategy that created the Kit, because I don’t want 
this equally luminous work to be overshadowed by its very sexy output. The opportunity to 
consciously work with such values so that they become an active part of a modern 
democracy does not come about without mindful intervention. Not only are there the age 
old constraints to participatory democracy, we also face the challenges of interdisciplinary 
communication, the need to transform practices to serve new complexities and do these 
kinds of work with ever decreasing resources and demands of ever increasing 
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efficiencies. We have to make what we do work at scales that far exceed the scale of 
operation. When thinking systemically, as this approach is, a mole hill is a mountain to an 
ant.  
 
Participatory research and evaluation are well developed forms of such an intervention 
when faced with these challenges. The project team’s good use of them has secured not 
only an opportunity for these values to be voiced but also the capacity for communities to 
go on speaking and acting upon their values. As a fellow citizen, this is a concept of 
democracy that excites me.    
 
Critical to the integrity of a participatory action research process are the questions of ‘who 
is taking part in the initiative, the degree to which they are engaged and how those with 
the power to make these decisions use it’. The pilot project excelled in reaching beyond 
the limited networks of the project team and even the project’s events. It encouraged 
people to invite their own networks into feedback opportunities while also engaging locally 
based facilitators to run the workshops. They organised events to suit the different 
learning styles of participants, and encouraged critical thinking from everyone. These 
artful practices extend participation beyond a one dimensional data quarrying exercise.  
 
Until recently, my work in participatory practice has sought to bring the skills of reflection 
and interpretation into the public domain, but in the light of recent elections the importance 
of critical thinking as a core public capability has struck me with new urgency. I take my 
hat off to the team for this challenging and brave advance. 
 
I have already acknowledged that the Kit is more than an admirable reporting tool sitting in 
a virtual space. As a community heart it is a publicly created and endorsed opportunity for 
ongoing self-determined development using some of the best thinking skills available. The 
long term consequences of both the research project and the evaluation kit will be an 
important story to tell.  
 
Engaging in evaluation in general is powerful. Participatory evaluation in particular brings 
into the public domain the opportunity to understand the value of knowledge and the 
human right we each have to contribute our stories to this essential public resource for our 
everyday lives. The stories we tell to our partners, neighbours, friends and children now 
include how we took part in public research and evaluation activities and what became of 
our slice of a modern democracy as a result. We are creating a legacy of human dignity 
and this Kit is a part of our story.  
 
Ladies and gentleman, it takes commitment to democracy at the outset to set aside the 
resources necessary for a participatory approach to any activity. Rarely can formal 
resources adequately cover the demand on professional and voluntary actors to progress 
a participatory initiative. So much has to be explained if not argued for, so many steps 
backward need to be taken before you can go forward, so much sits below the surface 
that has to be unpacked, incorporated and repacked, and if it is genuine you never know 
exactly - or even mistakenly -where you are going to end up. It takes a special courage, 
generosity, insight and skill to allow the risks to be taken so that new kinds of confidence, 
those related to resilience, can be discovered.  
 
Please join me in thanking and celebrating all those who created this new, resilient heart 
for our communities.  
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Profile of Susan Goff, BA, GDSE, MSc 
 
Susan Goff is a Co-Director of the Cultureshift Cooperative. Prior to this, she was the 
Director of Cultureshift, a participatory action research consultancy made up of 
independent action learning, evaluation and research facilitators, which worked in the area 
of social and ecological policy and practice. Her work covers a wide breadth of issues 
including public health, first world poverty, family violence, and natural resource 
management. She is the past National Vice President of the Action Learning Action 
Research and Process Management (ALARPM) Association and was until recently the 
New South Wales representative on Board of the Australasian Evaluation Society. 
 
Susan is the author of the book Restraint of love: Participatory action research into the 
meaning of family violence to young people and has published several papers on her 
theories of participatory practice. She was a keynote speaker at the ALARPM World 
Congress in 2000 and is on the editorial board of the Action Research Journal. Susan is 
currently undertaking a PhD on participation and sustainable development at the 
University of Western Sydney. 
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About CIRAC 
 
Creative Industries Research and Applications Centre (CIRAC), the research and 
applications component of the Creative Industries Faculty at Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT), was launched in 2001 to contribute to the research and applications 
needs of the creative industries locally, at a state level, and internationally. 
 
CIRAC aims to: 
 
• Map the growth and dynamics of the sector to show the extent and value of the creative 
industries in Australia and overseas 
• Assist in the growth and diversification of creative applications in the new information 
economy, providing know-how and facilities to partners, from government to micro-
business 
• Produce both creative intellectual property for commercialisation, and cutting-edge 
industry orientated research 
• Contribute to the ongoing development of the newly opened creative industries precinct at 
Kelvin Grove and working with co-located partners  
 
CIRAC Research Reports is a series of occasional reports showcasing research undertaken 
in the Creative Industries Research and Applications Centre.  
 
Previous CIRAC Reports are available in hard copy from CIRAC (Tel: 07 3864 3716) and are 
also available online at: http://www.creativeindustries.qut.com/research/cirac/reading.jsp.  
 
Selected titles include: 
 
• Music Industry Development and Brisbane’s Future as a Creative City 
• From Ceremony to CD-ROM: Indigenous Creative Industries in Brisbane 
• Smart State All Over: Opportunities for Broadcasting and Content Creation Enterprise in 
Regional Queensland 
• The New Economy, Creativity and Consumption. 
 
In collaboration with the Australian Key Centre for Cultural and Media Policy and the 
Australian Film Commission, CIRAC has also sponsored the Screen Industry, Culture and 
Policy Research Series. The following titles are available for purchase in hard copy from 
publishing@afc.gov.au. and are also available to download online at: 
http://www.afc.gov.au/profile/pubs/policy_res.aspx
 
• Broadband Media in Australia: Tales from the Frontier, Marion Jacka, 2001. 
• Broadcast in Colour: Cultural Diversity and Television Programming in Four Countries, 
Harvey May, 2002. 
• Cinema Cities, Media Cities: The Contemporary International Studio Complex, Ben 
Goldsmith & Tom O’Regan, 2003. 
• America’s Pie - Culture and Trade after 9/11, Jock Given, 2003. 
• The Internationalisation of Australian Film and Television Through the 1990s, Sean 
Maher, 2004. 
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About the Service Leadership and Innovation Research Program 
 
The Service Leadership and Innovation Research Program is one of the four research 
programs of the Australian Centre of Business Research in the Faculty of Business at 
Queensland University of Technology (QUT). The program provides a focal point for 
research within the School of Advertising, Marketing and Public Relations.  
 
The Research Program has focussed on the adoption and diffusion of technology for 
enhanced service and information delivery. In recent years, projects have focussed on the 
adoption and diffusion of online technologies for a range of applications including rural and 
regional development; e-commerce and networking applications, particularly for micro 
businesses; and innovative uses of online technologies in community and not-for-profit 
organisations.  
 
A currently funded Australian Research Council project is exploring the diffusion of online 
and web based information and service delivery for the professional development of health 
workers in rural communities. A further grant funded by the Canadian Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council SSHRC to the value of CAN$3 million over three years 
seeks to better understand the problems that occur as new technologies are introduced 
into health settings. This project will undertake an analysis of technology’s role in the 
health sector, from the impact of the computerisation of jobs to the effectiveness of the 
Internet’s role in delivering health information.   
 
In the future, the Service Leadership and Innovation Research Program will expand its 
current focus on the adoption and diffusion of technology for rural and regional service 
innovation, to include other sectors and environments such as retailing, business to 
business, sport, tourism, arts, health care and the not-for-profit sector. 
 
 
 
75 
 
© QUT 2004 Produced by QUT Publications 11291
O u t c o m e s  o f  t h e
L E A R N E R S  p ro j e c t
Building community
capacity in evaluating
IT projects:
C I R AC  Creative Industries Research and Applications Centre
and Service Leadership and Innovation Research Program
ISBN 0 646 44268 6
Queensland University of Technology
c r e a t i v e  i n d u s t r i e sFa c u l t y  o f  B u s i n e s s
Authors
June Lennie
Greg Hearn
Lyn Simpson
Emma Kennedy da Silva
Megan Kimber
Mary Hanrahan
